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Centering Prayer
By Susan Brinkmann, from the Women of Grace blog, 2008-2015
Centering Prayer vs. Authentic Christian Contemplation

http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=51
By Susan Brinkmann, February 19, 2010

While searching for a parish for her son who is in the military, MB was happy to find a parish near his military base. However, while browsing through the parish’s most recent bulletin, she noticed a recommendation by the pastor about a presentation on centering prayer given by a Trappist monk named Fr. William Menninger. 

MB asks: "Does the Catholic Church condone this 'prayer'? I wonder if [the pastor] has investigated this action before recommending it to his flock. At any rate, I will not recommend this parish to my son."
MB was definitely following the prompting of the Holy Spirit when she posed this question.

While the Church has issued no official statement either for or against centering prayer, her core teachings on prayer and contemplation are very much at odds with the components of this New Age version which incorporates Transcendental Meditation (TM) with some Christian practices.
The best way to comprehend the problems with Centering prayer is to first understand the meaning and purpose of authentic Christian prayer. 

WHAT IS CHRISTIAN PRAYER?
Unlike centering prayer, which is essentially an exercise designed to "blank the mind" (they refer to it as "silence" or "communing"), authentic Christian prayer is "the raising of one’s mind and heart to God" (CCC 2590). It is essentially a dialogue with God and its object is to bring us to a deeper love of God and neighbor.

Naturally, this requires an ascetical struggle to purify ourselves of our inherent selfishness because, as Jesus said, only the pure of heart shall see God. The closer we want to get to Him, the purer we must become.

This is why, as our commitment to the Gospel deepens, so does our prayer life progress through four distinct stages of prayer. These stages begin with vocal prayer and advance into mental prayer and meditation, followed by acquired and then infused contemplation which culminates in transforming union with God. 

Because infused contemplation is a pure gift from God and cannot be achieved by any particular prayer technique, the only way to prepare ourselves to receive this gift, should God decide to give it, is to practice the kind of self-denial that occurs naturally as one deepens their commitment to the Gospel and love for God. 

WHAT IS CENTERING PRAYER?
Having said all this, we must now turn our attention to centering prayer.

Even though it "talks a good game" in its literature about being concerned with furthering one’s relationship with God, the actual methods used are almost entirely involved with sitting in a mental void for 20 minutes – hardly a way to conduct a relationship with anyone, let alone God! (The attached brochure is a perfect example:  http://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/site/DocServer/MethodCP2008.pdf?docID=121)

This same brochure also explains that its purpose is "to facilitate the development of Contemplative Prayer by preparing our faculties to receive this gift."

However, there is no tradition in our Church calling for the "preparation of the faculties" through concentration exercises for contemplation. As stated above, because authentic contemplation is essentially an exercise of love, the only preparation needed is the purification of the heart.

But these problems with centering prayer become more understandable when we briefly review the history of this practice.

HISTORY OF CENTERING PRAYER
Centering prayer was created by three Trappist monks, Father Thomas Keating, Fathers William Menninger and Father M. Basil Pennington from St. Joseph’s Abbey in Spencer, Massachusetts. 
As Fr. Keating explains in his book Intimacy with God, between the years of 1961 and 1981, the monks held dialogues with Buddhist and Hindu representatives as well as a Zen master who gave week-long retreats to the monks once or twice a year for nine years.

After exploring these traditions, Keating asked his monks if they could devise a way to win Christians back to the faith who were "going to the east for what could be found at home." He suggested that they put the Christian tradition into a form that might appeal to people who had been instructed in an Eastern technique with the hopes it might inspire them to return to their Christian roots. 
Centering prayer was born.

CHRISTIAN, HINDU AND NEW AGE MARKS
This explains why the marks of both Christian and Hindu prayer are so obvious in the centering prayer technique.

For instance, according to their literature, in centering prayer, a person chooses a sacred word (another name for the Hindu mantra) which becomes a symbol of their intention to consent to God’s presence within. After finding a comfortable position, they close the eyes and begin to repeat the mantra whenever thoughts, feelings or reflections enter the mind. This method of prayer is practiced 20 minutes in the morning and evening.

This practice employs the same techniques as TM, which is also practiced in 20 minute intervals and uses a mantra to erase thoughts.

According to Margaret Feaster, writing in Homiletics and Pastoral Review, New Age elements are also present in both TM and centering prayer which claim that a person will pick up vibrations during meditation and teaches them how to reach an altered level of consciousness. They also share the common goal of finding one’s god-center. (See http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?id=6337&CFID=29076997&CFTOKEN=63001320)

CENTERING PRAYER CAN BE A DETRIMENT 
The problem for the Christian who truly wants to advance in prayer is that the early stages of authentic contemplation tend to be subtle and hard to spot. 

They involve moments during prayer when the Lord may inspire a person to cease their vocal prayer and sit quietly in His presence for a few moments before continuing. If we are blocking all thoughts, feelings and perceptions, we will be pushing aside these gentle instructions from the Holy Spirit. They also come in "waves" which involve fluctuations in intensity when the Lord’s touches are more or less apparent. This is why it is essential that a person remain aware and responsive during prayer rather than focusing their attention on keeping the mind blank. 

Father Thomas Dubay, an internationally renowned retreat master and expert on the Catholic contemplative tradition, says that "if you are in contemplative prayer, centering prayer is a hindrance, because if it’s real contemplative prayer, God is giving you the knowing, loving, desiring, thirsting, etc. and your method of trying to work with a mantra is impeding what He’s trying to give."

This is just one of many reasons why centering prayer and TM are radically at odds with the purpose and goal of authentic Christian meditation. The mind-emptying techniques prescribed by these forms of meditation are not designed to bring about an ever-deepening relationship with God and love of neighbor. Rather, the intent is to create a kind of mental void which is described in the Catechism as "an erroneous notion of prayer." (CCC 2726)

"Naturally we want to forget the world in order to concentrate solely on God, but the various emptying techniques don’t go this far," Cardinal Ratzinger writes about practices such as TM in his 1989 Letter on "Some Aspects of Christian Meditation". "They stop at the 'emptying.' The emptying becomes the goal."

While centering prayer can certainly be used as a prelude to contemplative prayer, proponents need to revamp their teaching to include the real steps required, such as the transition through the different stages of prayer, all of which require ever deepening conversion.

One should also be aware of proponents of centering prayer who claim that a similar form of prayer can be found in the writings of major contributors to the Christian contemplative tradition, including John Cassian, the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing, St. Francis de Sales, St. Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, St. Therese of Lisieux and Thomas Merton.

No reputable authority on the Catholic contemplative tradition supports these statements. Experts say any similarities between the writings of these saints and centering prayer that may exist is ambiguous at best.

The bottom line is that authentic contemplation can never be reduced to a technique. It is a natural development that occurs over time and is totally dependent upon a person’s willingness to die to self and embrace Christ on an ever-deepening level.

For a more thorough treatment of this subject, please see the book by Johnnette Benkovic entitled, The New Age Counterfeit, and the booklet on centering prayer available in our Learn to Discern: Is it Christian of New Age? series.

Fr. Richard Rohr

http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=65#more-65
By Susan Brinkmann, March 10, 2010
An anonymous writer asks: “I have a Protestant friend who is very interested in the writings/teachings of Fr. Richard Rohr. I’m afraid my friend may be getting wrong ideas about our Church. I don’t know why I have a strange feeling about this Priest, when I really know next to nothing about what he teaches. Do you know if his writings are orthodox and loyal to the Magisterium? Am I completely off-base, or should my friend be warned about Fr. Rohr?”

This writer has a very keen spiritual sense, because there are indeed problems with Fr. Richard Rohr that the faithful should be aware of.

But before I begin, because this is a special year dedicated to priests, can I ask everyone to stop right here and say a brief prayer for priests? A quick Hail Mary, Glory Be, anything. Like so many of our priests, Fr. Richard Rohr could certainly use the prayers.

Here is what I can tell you about him.

Fr. Richard Rohr is deeply involved in the New Age. On the website for his Center for Action and Contemplation (CAC), a "training and formation center" based in Albuquerque, New Mexico that he founded in 1987, he says the purpose of his work is to provide "a faith alternative to the dominant consciousness" (whatever that means).

The CAC was a well-known hub for the Church’s premier dissent group in the U.S., better known as Call to Action (endorses women’s ordination, homosexuality, goddess worship, etc.). He is also involved with the homosexual advocacy group, Soul Force. The website of Soulforce carries a letter written by Fr. Rohr (dated 2000) supporting this organization’s mission of non-violent resistance to the "spiritual violence" perpetrated against "gay", lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered persons by social and religious groups.

Fr. Rohr has also been a long-time teacher of the Enneagram, an enormously popular New Age gimmick used for discerning one’s personality type. A specific warning against the use of the Enneagram for spiritual direction is included in the pontifical document, Jesus Christ, the Bearer of the Water of Life (see http://bit.ly/hnTu)

Fr. Rohr also teaches a New Age version of contemplation known as Centering Prayer (see http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=51 )

Another area where he is heavily involved is in the Emerging Church Movement, which consists of a diverse group of people who identify with Christianity but think its beliefs and teachings need to be "updated" to better conform to modern society (read compromise the faith).

Fr. Rohr participates in Emerging Church conferences and workshops alongside the leaders of this movement, such as Brian McClaren, a "theologian" who thinks the current version of Christianity only partially reflects the truth. 

Another player, Phyllis Tickle, recently told an audience that "By eating the body and blood of our God, we are feeding the god within us. . ."

I think you get the drift.

Unfortunately, Fr. Rohr is able to promulgate his questionable belief system by being a prolific writer, publishing a quarterly journal, Radical Grace, and authoring more than 15 books thus far. His latest work, The Naked Now: Learning to See as the Mystics is currently #1 at Amazon for books dealing with mysticism. (Whether or not it teaches Catholic mysticism I can’t say because I haven’t read the book, but judging by what I already know about him, I have plenty of reason to doubt it.)
This translates into a wide audience for a version of Catholicism that does not conform to the Magisterium.

Fr. Bryce Sibley, STL, after having read one of his books, concluded that "Fr. Richard Rohr adheres to some very questionable, if not dangerous, beliefs." In this article (http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?id=6819), he lists several serious flaws in Fr. Rohr’s teachings, such as his assertion that the crucifixion wasn’t necessary because the Incarnation was all that was needed to redeem humanity.

Fr. Rohr also has a "weak understanding" of original sin, Fr. Sibley said, noting that "without a proper understanding of Original Sin, Christ is reduced to nothing more than a prophet who teaches us to love ourselves, and this is unfortunately who Rohr’s Christ turns out to be."

I could go on and on, but I think you have the general idea that this is a priest in need of prayer whose writings and activities do not reflect the true teachings of the Church. Please pray for him!

How to deal with famous writers who mix Christian and Eastern religions

http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=76
By Susan Brinkmann, March 25, 2010
BB writes: “One thing that really puzzles me is that both the well-loved Thomas Merton and Henri Nouwen were also known for their study and openness to some Eastern religion practices. How do you perceive their teachings?  
I have also read some of Fr. Thomas Keating (I live in MA and have visited St. Joseph’s Abbey in Spencer) and he was even recommended to me by my Bible study teacher as was Fr. Richard Rohr who, from what I see on his website, speaks and has written about Enneagrams. What do you think of them and their beliefs?
How are we supposed to discern all this when a lot of what you are saying contradicts those who I thought were respected Catholics and well known spiritual leaders? Even if they have somewhat of a “new age” approach are we supposed to dismiss their teachings entirely? I would love a response as I am searching …”
My advice to anyone who is searching for authentic Catholic spirituality is to avoid any writers – no matter how famous or trendy they may be – who mix Christian theology with eastern beliefs. Unless you are well catechized in the Faith and equally well-read in the New Age movement, reading these books is like trying to walk safely across a minefield.

A good rule of thumb is to avoid any book on spirituality or prayer that does not contain a Nihil Obstat/Imprimatur. A Nihil Obstat ("nothing hinders" in Latin) means that the material has been reviewed by a Catholic theologian and contains nothing contrary to faith or morals. The Imprimatur (means "let it be printed") is the Church’s official declaration that a work is free to be printed. If a book contains a Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur, it will always be printed on the copyright page in the front of a book.

By sticking to this simple rule and letting the Church do the "homework," you avoid the potential of being taught serious errors that will do nothing to further your progress in the spiritual life and may even lead you into the worship of false gods. I say this because many of these so-called "ecumenical" writings are riddled with subtle theological errors that the "average Joe" can hardly be expected to spot.

But having said all that, it’s important to note that in the 1989 document "Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation," issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, we are told that just because a practice adopts Hindu or Buddhist techniques does not make it wrong. We can adopt what is good from other religions, "so long as the Christian conception of prayer, its logic and requirements are never obscured."

However, here’s what happens in the real world.

Let’s take Centering Prayer, for instance. It was invented by Fr. Thomas Keating after years of ecumenical study with the likes of Zen Masters and Buddhists and incorporates an eastern meditation form known as Transcendental Meditation. This form of meditation involves the practice of blanking the mind twice a day for 20 minutes. It employs a mantra (called a "sacred word" in Keating’s version) to dismiss all thoughts from the mind, the purpose of which is to lead one into an altered state of consciousness.

Unless you are well-catechized, you wouldn’t know that the Church condemns transcendental meditation and considers forms of prayer that involve "blanking the mind" to be "erroneous notions of prayer" (see Catechism No. 2726).

Christians believe prayer is a dialogue with God, and one can hardly carry on a dialogue with someone who is sitting with their head in an empty void. Thus, Centering Prayer not only incorporates eastern religions into its formula, it does so in a way that obscures the Christian conception of prayer. (See http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=51 for a more complete discussion of Centering Prayer).

Another important question BB raises is how to confront the scandal of so many well respected Catholics and spiritual leaders who are promoting non-Christian ideas.

My best answer is with the word of Jesus Himself who warned us that "The gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow, and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it." Matthew 7:13-14

Just because a person is popular and has a wide following doesn’t necessarily mean they are preaching Christ.

This is why we must follow the advice of St. John who tells us: "Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God." (1 John 4:1-3)

Many examples of spirits that do not confess Jesus are prevalent in the New Age, such as psychics/channelers and other movements that claim Jesus is just another prophet, the myriad of "energy workers" who believe God is an impersonal energy force, etc.

BB asks: "Even if they have somewhat of a 'new age' approach are we supposed to dismiss their teachings entirely?"

My answer is an unequivocal "yes." There is no such thing as a "new age approach." Don’t let them fool you! You can’t "mix-and-match" Christianity and the New Age. A teaching is either New Age or it isn’t. Even though many try to blend the two in order to attract adherents (and profits) in the largely Christian West, this is impossible because New Age and Christian worldviews are fundamentally opposed. 

For more information on problems with Fr. Richard Rohr, please see http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=65.

Ruah
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=224
By Susan Brinkmann, October 13, 2010

EH writes: “Can you please tell me anything about Ruah? There is a Catholic named institution here in Houston that is called the Ruah Center and offers retreats according to this method?  I just am not sure I understand enough to know if it is truly Catholic. We are looking for a retreat center and made an inquiry.  We were told that we do not fit their method of retreats. Can you help me understand Ruah?”
Ruah is a Hebrew word that means “life” and “breath”, both symbols of the Holy Spirit. The word is not always used to describe the Third Person of the Blessed Trinity, however, and it pops up in a variety of New Age places, such as Ruah Yoga. But it doesn’t appear to be the name of any particular practice, either New Age or Christian.

The Ruah Spirituality Center you reference is a retreat house that offers a variety of programs including Taize and Centering Prayer. While Taize is fine, Centering Prayer is not. You can read more about it on this blog.
I definitely share your pain in finding faithful Catholic retreat centers in our communities. The whole retreat industry appears to be overrun by New Age and Eastern spirituality, with only a few rare jewels still teaching the full brilliance of the Catholic faith and heritage.
John Michael Talbot and Centering Prayer
http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=229#more-229  

By Susan Brinkmann, October 19, 2010
TC writes: “I heard Johnette warn us about Centering Prayer. I am a fan of John Michael Talbot and went to his presentation last night and now see by surfing that he is teaching a form of centering prayer. Is this ok for Catholics?”

Yes, John Michael Talbot does appear to be involved in centering prayer, and has even allowed a retreat at the Little Portions Hermitage by the founder of centering prayer, Fr. Thomas Keating. (See this article http://www.arkansas-catholic.org/article.php?id=616 appearing in the Arkansas Catholic)

On his website, Talbot claims that he came to centering prayer after becoming worn out in spite of being a practitioner of Catholic Christian contemplative and charismatic prayer.

"Personally, I have found the Christian use of such techniques as centering prayer most helpful in entering more fully into the peace of the contemplative experience as described by the Christian mystics," Talbot writes. "While our own tradition does well in describing the theology and steps of such contemplation, the non-Christian traditions often do better in treating the actual mechanics of meditation, such as breath, posture and specific mental focus etc. We possess the fullness of the gift theologically through Christ, but others often do better at pastorally using the gift than we do. An integration that keeps Christ at the unquestioned beginning, center, and end of the experience has been most helpful to me. I have discovered a deeper experience of contemplation that helps me remain calmer and Christ like in the midst of the ups and downs of fulfilling my leadership responsibilities." However, Talbot does give some sound qualifiers about the use of centering prayer in this statement http://www.johnmichaeltalbot.com/reflections/centeringprayer.php that appears on his website.

We believe centering prayer is wrong for several important reasons, not least of which because it focuses too much on ridding the mind of all thoughts rather than on dialogue with God, which is the true intent of Catholic prayer. While serving as prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Pope Benedict XVI said it is not wrong to adopt what is good from other religions, "so long as the Christian conception of prayer, its logic and requirements are never obscured." (Letter to the Bishops on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation)

You can read more about our position at Centering Prayer vs. Christian Meditation  and Swapping Fads for Miracles 

Our Learn to Discern series also includes a booklet with much more detailed information on Centering Prayer. 
John Michael Talbot (born May 8, 1954) is an American Roman Catholic singer-songwriter-guitarist who is founder of a monastic community, the Brothers and Sisters of Charity. Born Methodist, after a spiritual search he became a Roman Catholic and joined the Secular Franciscan Order in 1978. He started a house of prayer, The Little Portion. He founded his own community, the Brothers and Sisters of Charity, at Little Portion Hermitage as an "integrated monastic community" with celibate brothers and sisters, singles, and families. In 1989, Talbot married Viola Pratka, a former Incarnate Word Sister who had come to the community in 1986, (with the permission of the Church). As per the community's General Constitutions, Talbot's title is "General Minister and Spiritual Father". -Michael 
Centering Prayer, St. Teresa and The Cloud of Unknowing
http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=346#more-346     

By Susan Brinkmann, January 7, 2011

So many people I know who were misled into Centering Prayer told me one of the main reasons they were "sold" on it is because proponents claimed St. Teresa of Avila and other Carmelite mystics taught it (although I’ve never seen any direct quotes from the works of these saints to prove this). Others bought into it after being introduced to the writings of a 14th century anonymous author of a book entitled The Cloud of Unknowing. This blog contains a few facts that will prove these assertions to be incorrect.

St. Teresa of Avila
In "The Guidelines" for Centering Prayer that are published and disseminated by Contemplative Outreach, Ltd., persons are instructed to use a mantra anytime a thought (including body sensations, feelings, images and reflections) enters the mind. Note: this method is derived from Transcendental Meditation, a practice which founder, Fr. Thomas Keating, admittedly allowed to influence his creation of Centering Prayer.
As the pamphlet instructs: "Having chosen a sacred word [mantra], we do not change it during the prayer period because that would be to start thinking again." Another interesting note: after intense criticism, the group added a claim at the end of the pamphlet that their aim is not to "blank the mind" although one can hardly find much of a difference between ”not thinking” and a blank mind.

This is what St. Teresa has to say about people who try to impose such practices on themselves in an effort to mimic what God does to the mind in authentic contemplation when He suspends its operations.
"Taking it upon oneself to stop and suspend thought is what I mean should not be done; nor should we cease to work with the intellect, because otherwise we would be left like cold simpletons and be doing neither one thing nor the other. When the Lord suspends the intellect and causes it to stop, He Himself gives it that which holds its attention and makes it marvel [note: He doesn't blank the mind, but takes control of its thought processes and infuses those He wishes the soul to contemplate]; and without reflection it understands more in the space of a Creed than we can understand with all our earthly diligence in many years. Trying to keep the soul’s faculties busy and thinking you can make them be quiet is foolish." (The Book of Her Life – Chapter 12)

As if that’s not enough to convince Centering Prayer enthusiasts of St. Teresa’s complete disdain for what is one of their most fundamental practices, perhaps the following will convince them.

"Even though it may not be understood, this effort to suspend the intellect is not very humble."

Authentic contemplation comes from God; it cannot be forced by employing a technique. In essence, one is trying to "force God’s hand" and demanding that it be given the gift of contemplation. This is hardly the kind of humility that is, in fact, a prerequisite for receiving this gift!

The Cloud of Unknowing
Another fallacy being spread by Centering Prayer enthusiasts is that a writing by an unknown 14th century mystic, entitled The Cloud of Unknowing, was teaching centering prayer. This book taught nothing of the kind. In fact, well-known theologian Harvey D. Egan, S.J., who studied under Karl Rahner, specifically discredits claims that The Cloud taught a kind of Centering Prayer/Transcendental Meditation.

In his seminal book, The Anthology of Christian Mysticism, Egan claims that the author’s teaching "is neither a medieval form of transcendental meditation, nor yogic nascience."

While The Cloud author uses a mantra in prayer, it was not to block all thoughts but to help one to stay focused on forgetting self and preconceived notions of God in order to pray in "naked love". However, as Eagan points out, The Cloud author presupposes a person to be experienced in asceticism and self-knowledge, and to be very advanced in the spiritual life as well as deeply conformed to the Gospel – PLUS being called to this type of prayer by God – before attempting to enter into it.

In other words, this isn’t something you teach in weekly faith formation classes to anyone who walks in the door.

In conclusion, it is interesting to note the work of Fr. Augustine Ichiro Okumura, OCD, who was born a Buddhist and currently serves as a leader in the Zen-Christian dialogue in Japan. In his book, Awakening to Prayer, he stresses that the concept of silence in prayer does not mean the absence of thought.

"Remaining in silence before God does not mean that there are no thoughts, reflections or words. But rather than speaking to God and telling God our needs, this third way of prayer puts more emphasis on listening to God."

He goes on to explain that the word "listen" is one of the most important words in Scripture. It appears in the Old Testament more than a thousand times and 425 times in the New Testament. "Let anyone with ears listen" was one of Jesus’ most oft repeated phrases. In Scripture this word means not just to hear, but to listen with attention.

"To 'listen to God' then is not merely to hear God. It also requires that we pay attention to God’s words and 'treasures all these things and ponder them in our heart'," Fr. Okumura writes.

It saddens me to consider all those who are genuinely seeking God in prayer but who are right now sitting in an empty void – chanting mantras to keep out all thoughts – even those coming from the very God they seek.

Let’s all keep them in prayer with the hope that they will soon see the light and disengage themselves from this deeply flawed concept of prayer.

Why Centering Prayer should not be taught to children

http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=797#more-797        

By Susan Brinkmann April 4, 2011

JD writes: “I tuned into your program on the New Age movement and it suddenly brought a question to light for me. Last week I purchased a children’s book entitled Journey to the Heart – Centering Prayer for Children by Frank X. Jelenek. I purchased this at a very conservative Catholic bookstore with the intention of reading it to my daughter’s kindergarten class at a Catholic school. After your show, I pulled out the book and found no apparent “Catholic” connection within the book. The content is a little concerning in the light of your program. Is it possible for you to comment on the legitimacy/ intention of this book and if it is or is not recommended by you.”

While I can’t comment on the intention behind this particular book, I would definitely not recommend it to children because it teaches centering prayer, which is being passed off as contemplative prayer but is actually based on Transcendental Meditation.

I was very disturbed after reading Fr. Frank Jelenek’s book which instructs children to select a "secret sacred word" (known as a mantra in the east) and to focus on this word while praying for six minutes every morning and evening. They are taught to use their sacred word to banish all thoughts from their minds, even though the Catechism specifically calls techniques such as this that blank the mind to be "erroneous notions of prayer". (No. 2726)

JD correctly claims to have found "no Catholic connection" within the book because Christian prayer is a dialogue with God, not a mind-blanking exercise. 
There is absolutely nothing in this book that encourages children to dialogue with God, to listen for His voice, to praise Him or thank Him or ask for His help. It only instructs them to "Silently say your secret word in your heart. Rest within. Sit and wait. God is there inside you, in the quiet. Rest within." (Do you really think children ages 3-10 understand what it means to "rest within"?)

Instead of teaching authentic Christian prayer, it focuses on blanking the mind, telling children to "Let your thoughts go. Forget them all. Let them float right out of your head."

Besides calling this kind of prayer "erroneous", the Catechism also says that prayer doesn’t just come from ourselves, but from the Holy Spirit as well (No. 2726). What if the Holy Spirit has something to say, or some kind of inspiration or impression that He wishes to impress upon us? Do we have any hope of hearing Him when we’re so actively working to keep our minds blank?

Anyone who understands the Catholic contemplative tradition, with its passive and active forms of contemplation, will know that mind-blanking techniques such as centering prayer are the fastest and most effective ways to prevent oneself from reaching higher stages of prayer – which only come at the invitation of God. How can this invitation come through when we’re blanking our mind rather than learning how to be open and receptive to God in prayer, which is the most important prerequisite to authentic contemplation?

It’s a true tragedy that children are now being taught this aberration, which can only result in shutting them off from the very God they are trying to reach.

Instead, we should be teaching them about the many different kinds of prayer such as vocal prayer, mental prayer, lectio divina (praying with Scripture) in order to open their hearts and minds to the many different ways we can speak to God and listen for His voice in the course of their daily lives – through the Word of God, sermons, the people we meet, interior inspirations, etc. Teaching them that contact with God happens only in silence (which this book suggests) cuts them off from having the kind of vital and authentic relationship with Him that they will need in order to live out their lives according to His will – which is the secret of true happiness.    

Although my copy of the book does not have a Nihil Obstat, the publisher’s website claims a Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur has been obtained from the Archdiocese of New York, which only complicates this picture even further. This is especially so because Fr. Jelenek bases his book on the work of Fr. Thomas Keating, the founder of Centering Prayer, and Keating’s seminal book on the subject, Open Mind Open Heart, does not have an imprimatur (at least my copy doesn’t). Fr. Jelenek is a member of Keating’s Contemplate Outreach apostolate which teaches the practice of centering prayer throughout the world.   

You may be interested in this blog about Fr. Kneemiller http://womenofgrace.com/newage/?p=491#more-491, who was once an enthusiast of the parent of centering prayer – Transcendental Meditation. He describes in chilling detail what kind of bondage he found himself in as a result of practicing this kind of prayer.

Our Learn to Discern series contains a very detailed and hard-hitting booklet about Centering Prayer that outlines its many flaws and clearly explains the difference between this and authentic Catholic contemplation.
Why Mind-Blanking Exercises are Dangerous for Children
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=10674
By Susan Brinkmann, November 28, 2011
PM writes: “My children attend a Catholic Primary school in Australia. They tell me they do meditation at school and use the word ‘Maranatha.’ Is this in line with Catholic teaching? Should I exclude them from these sessions? I just read a blog of yours about centering prayer, (John Main). This seems to be exactly what they do, empty their minds and repeat the word ‘Maranatha’. What do you think?”
I think you should ask some serious questions about this practice because it sounds like they’re using mantras, which are common to eastern forms of meditation that strive to blank the mind. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explicitly lists “efforts of concentration to reach a mental void” as an “erroneous notion of prayer” (No. 2726).
Christian prayer is a dialogue with God; eastern meditation is a concentration exercise. The two are not synonymous. A person could use a sacred word, such as Jesus or Maranatha (which means “Come Lord!”), to keep their thoughts focused on God in prayer. But if the word is used as a mantra, as it is in Centering Prayer and Transcendental Meditation, then its purpose is to banish thoughts and keep the mind blank.

The problem with these techniques is that they are designed not for prayer but for bringing about a trancelike or hypnotic state, aka an altered state of consciousness. Hindu and Buddhist practitioners use either a mantra, a breathing technique or both, to bring about this state. 

“The mind in both Hinduism & Buddhism is seen as part of the material body and therefore a barrier to spiritual enlightenment,” writes New Age expert Marcia Montenegro. “Meditation is designed to bypass the mind, using special breathing techniques. The ultimate goal is samadhi with no cognition, or absorption into a state of pure consciousness through disengaging the mind and a loss of self-awareness and subject-object awareness.”

In such a state, “rational judgment and discernment is suspended, and the mind is highly suggestible and open to any influences present,” she warns.

The altered state that comes about as a result of mind blanking exercises differs from that of spontaneous daydreaming, quiet contemplation or other forms of rational concentration.
“The euphoria or peace experienced by many at first is short-lived and deceptive,” Montenegro writes. “Instructors of these techniques who teach them as a spiritual discipline often warn students that psychic experiences and supernatural encounters are common, some of them frightening . . . The effect for some people is similar to a drug trip. It is this state of mind during which one is supposed to contact guides from the spirit world.”

Is this really something we want to expose our children to?

No school should be employing prayer techniques that involve mind blanking any more than they should be employing a hypnotist.  Parents should be made aware of what is being taught and given the option to remove their children from these instructions.

The fact that a Catholic school is teaching this is just plain tragic. The doctors of our Church, such as Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, wrote the book on authentic contemplation. We don’t need to borrow anything from Hinduism and Buddhism! Exposing children to mind-blanking exercises instead of the rich tradition of authentic Catholic contemplation is not only unfortunate but completely misguided.

More information on this subject can be found in Why Centering Prayer Should Not be Taught to Children.  

Is Centering Prayer Catholic? 

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=45206#more-45206
By Susan Brinkmann, November 20, 2015

A new book by Catholic author Connie Rossini dispels some of the most common arguments used to defend centering prayer by comparing it to the teachings of the great mystical doctor of the Church, St. Teresa of Avila. 

In her book, Is Centering Prayer Catholic: Fr. Thomas Keating Meets St. Teresa of Avila and the CDF http://www.amazon.com/Is-Centering-Prayer-Catholic-Keating/dp/0692518487, Rossini lays out some of the fundamental differences between what Keating teaches and what the Church has said about the nature of Christian prayer and the Catholic contemplative tradition. 

For example, in Chapter Five, The Nature of Contemplation, Rossini looks at Fr. Keating’s statement that “Contemplation is a fundamental constituent of human nature and hence available to every human being.” She correctly cites this statement as being “a serious error” because it makes contemplation into a merely human action like thinking or loving. 

Keating also says that Christian contemplation and Buddhist meditation are “essentially the same thing” and that “contemplative prayer is not so much a gift as a given.” “Contrast this with the Catechism,” Rossini writes. “’Contemplative prayer is the simplest expression of the mystery of prayer. It is a gift, a grace; it can be accepted only in humility and poverty’.” (No. 2713) 

To compare Christian contemplation to Buddhist or any other form of eastern meditation is also erroneous because meditation in the east is about achieving an altered state of consciousness and has nothing to do with dialoguing with God in prayer, which is the intent of Christian prayer. St. Teresa of Avila also clearly states in her writings that infused contemplation is a gift that we cannot achieve on our own but only receive as a free gift of God should He choose to give it. In Chapter Ten, Signs of Prayer Growth, Rossini looks at Keating’s claims that the primary sign of prayer growth is emotional stability. This is far different from what St. Teresa teaches when she points out that advancing prayer is always accompanied by growth in love and virtue. Although advocates of Centering Prayer frequently argue that their method of prayer has nothing to do with blanking the mind, the movement’s own literature says the exact opposite. In fact, as Rossini points out, Keating repeatedly stresses throughout his book, Open Mind, Open Heart, that centering prayer “consists in letting go of every kind of every kind of thought during prayer, even the most devout thoughts” (pg. 21). Proponents also like to claim that St. Teresa of Avila espoused this concept but the saint’s writings say just the opposite. “Taking it upon oneself to stop and suspend thought is what I mean should not be done; nor should we cease to work with the intellect…” This book is concise (just 121 pages), expertly sourced, and to the point without being hostile or judgmental of those who choose to practice Centering Prayer. Instead, it merely presents Church teaching on prayer and lets the reader make up his or her own mind. Rossini is the author of Trusting God with St. Therese and A Spiritual Growth Plan for your Choleric Child. She also blogs at Contemplative Homeschool http://contemplativehomeschool.com/ and writes for The Prairie Catholic and Spiritual Direction.com http://www.spiritualdirection.com/.   
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Learn to Discern: Is It Christian or New Age? Centering Prayer by Susan Brinkmann – This controversial prayer technique is a hybrid blend of eastern and western prayer that likes to bill itself as contemplative prayer. Nothing could be further from the truth! Find out what authentic contemplative prayer is, and what’s wrong with this New Age version. Includes an exclusive interview with renowned expert in the Catholic contemplative tradition, Fr. Thomas Dubay S.M. Also included is a 12-page appendix full of practical tools you can use to learn how to discern the difference between New Age and Christian spirituality. (48 pages)
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