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In the thirty years now since Centering Prayer first moved beyond
the walls of 5t. Joseph’s Abbey in Massachusetts and became a lay
groundswell, it has certainly implanted itself deeply and (one
hopes) permanently in the canon of Christian contemplative prac-
tice. Yet it still jostles somewhat uneasily against the walls of re-
ceived tradition. I am not speaking here of fundamentalist-gener-
ated fear (“The devil will get you if you make your mind a blank”),
but rather, of serious reservations on the part of some deeply
formed in the Christian contemplative tradition that this prayer is
somehow “breaking the rules.” In its classic presentations, Chris-
tian prayer is “progressive”; it passes through stages. And the con-
templative stage is traditionally regarded as the highest, or most
subtle. In the concluding words of a recent, thoughtful article by a
well-prepared commentator, “One does not take the kingdom by
force.”! Contemplation is approached by a gradual path leading
from purgative to illuminative to unitive; from cataphatic to
apophatic. The “ladder” of spiritual ascent is so deeply engrained
on the Christian religious imagination that it seems virtually im-
possible to conceive of the journey in any other way. Contempla-
tive prayer is “higher,” and it is approached only gradually through
a long journey of purification and inner preparation.
But is this in fact really so?

“You have to experience duality for a long time until you see
it'’s not there,” said Thomas Merton at a conference given to
the nuns of the Redwoods shortly before boarding the plane
to Asia on the last leg of his human journey. “Don’t consider
dualistic prayer on a lower level. The lower is higher. There
are no levels. At any moment you can break through to the
underlying unity which is God’s gift in Christ. In the end, Praise
praises. Thanksgiving gives thanks. Jesus prays. Openness is
all.”2

Certainly these words of unitive, realized mastery make it clear
that Merton “got there.” But how? Was this breakthrough insight
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the result of his long tread up the traditional ladder of ascent—in
other words, is he “exhibit A” of the assertion that the classic mo-
nastic model works? Or is his unitive awakening something more
akin to Dorothy in the final scene of The Wizard of Oz, when she
realizes that all along the shoes that would carry her home have
been right there on her feet?

This is, of course, an impossible question to answer, and I do
not intend to do so directly; only to use it as a kind of leverage. In
the words of the poet Philip Booth, “How you get there is where
you arrive,” and Merton’s journey could only have been Merton'’s.
And yet the door, once he found it, can only be seen as the time-
less and universal gate. Like a few others before him and a few
significant monastic others following in his wake (Thomas Keating
most prominently), he simply, in my estimate, came upon that hid-
den back door or “wormhole” within the Christian path that trans-
ports one out of the “progressive “ journey in linear time into the
instantaneous, seamless fullness from which prayer is always
emerging.

And he found it in the same way that all who find it do so: in
the gathering awareness that the cave of the heart is entered not
only or even primarily through purification and concentration, but
through surrender and release. This is this hidden, backdoor path
that I wish to explore in the following essay. My thesis is that there
has always been an alternative within Christian spiritual practice
to the “ladder of ascent”: perhaps not as well known, but fully
orthodox and in the end even more reliable, since it derives, ulti-
mately, from the direct teaching and self-understanding of Jesus
himself. It is from this alternative pathway that Centering Prayer
derives its legitimacy and its powerful capacity to heal and unify.

Centering Prayer as self-emptying love

First, let me give a quick summary of Centering Prayer, for those
unfamiliar with its somewhat unusual methodology. As a method
of meditation situated within the Christian contemplative tradi-
tion, Centering Prayer is founded entirely on the gesture of sur-
render, or letting go. The theological basis for this prayer lies in
the principle of kenosis (Philippians 2:6), Jesus’s self-emptying love
that forms the core of his own self-understanding and life prac-
tice. During the prayer time itself, surrender is practiced through
the letting go of thoughts as they arise. Unlike other forms of medi-
tation, neither a focused awareness nor a steady witnessing pres-
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ence is required. There is no need to “follow” the thoughts as they
arise; merely to promptly let them go as soon as one realizes he or
she is engaged in thinking (a “Sacred Word” is typically used to
facilitate this prompt release).

With committed practice, this well-rehearsed gesture of release
is inwardly imprinted and begins to coalesce as a distinct “mag-
netic center” within a person; it can actually be experienced on a
subtle physical level as a “drop and release” in the solar plexus
region of the body and as a tug to center. Of its own accord it be-
gins to hold a person at that place of deeper spiritual attentive-
ness during prayer time. Not long after this initial “tethering of
the heart” has set in, most experienced practitioners begin to feel
the tug even outside their times of prayer, in the midst of their
daily rounds, reminding them of the deepening river of prayer
that has begun to flow in them beneath the surface of their ordi-
nary lives. The intent of Centering Prayer is not to “access” God
through contemplative stillness or mystical experience, but to teach
its practitioners how to align spontaneously with Jesus’s own con-
tinuously creative and enfolding presence through emulating his
kenotic practice in all life situations.

Thus the real measure of this prayer is not found during the
prayer time itself; Centering Prayer neither seeks nor accepts® what
is commonly known as “mystical experience.” Instead, it is found
in the gradual but steady capacity to conform a person to “the
mind of Christ,” and the life attitudes of compassion, generosity,
and freedom that flow from this gesture.

“God should be with you like a toothache!” proclaimed the
nineteenth-century mystic Theophan the Recluse.* And while most
of us might have preferred a different metaphor, it does speak force-
fully to the fact that our concept of God is sensate. Remembrance
of God is not a mental concept; it exists deeply embodied as a
vibration, a homing frequency to which we can become increas-
ingly sensitively attuned.

This growing experiential awareness of magnetic center is very
important, not only for one’s spiritual development but because
of the new light it sheds on the ancient and venerable desideratum
of the Western spiritual path: the goal of “putting the mind in the
heart.” As I hope to show, it is against this backdrop that Center-
ing Prayer’s powerful and innovative contribution to the received
wisdom of Western spirituality becomes fully visible. But let us
return to Merton.
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The Way of the Heart

It is by now established that during the final decade of his life
Merton was deeply drawn not only to Buddhism, but equally to
Sufism, that mystical arm of Islam in which so much of the origi-
nal heart and flavor of Jesus’s Near-Eastern kenotic spirituality
came to reside.’ In particular, during those years he had come upon
Louis Massignon’s commentary on a treatise on the heart by al-
Hallaj, a ninth century Sufi saint. Merton refers to this writing both
in his journals and throughout his Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander
(1966), and Massignon’s vision of the “point vierge,” that myste-
rious liminal ground equally shared between creator and created,
forms the basis for those stirring final paragraphs of “A Member
of the Human Race”:

Then it was as if  suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts,
the depths of their hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-
knowledge can reach, the core of their reality.... Again that
expression, le point vierge, (I cannot translate it) comes in here.
At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is
untouched by sin and by illusion, a point of pure truth, a point
or spark which belongs entirely to God, which is never at our
disposal, from which God disposes of our lives, which is inac-
cessible to the fantasies of our own mind or the brutalities of
our own will. This little point of nothingness and of absolute
poverty is the pure glory of God in us. It is so to speak His
name written in us, as our poverty, as our indigence, as our
dependence, as our sonship. It is like a pure diamond, blazing
with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we
could see it we would see these billions of points of light com-
ing together in the face and blaze of a sun that would make all
the darkness and cruelty of life vanish completely.®

Merton's intuitive mystical grasp of this teaching contexts it fault-
lessly, it seems, within the lineage of the Christian via negativa. But
so seamless and evocative is his transposition, that one may over-
look the fact that the passage also has a context within its own
Islamic frame of reference. This “point of nothingness and of ab-
solute poverty” within al-Hallaj's treatise is in fact the sirr, the fi-
nal veil covering the heart.” What looks like a mystical metaphor
within Merton’s prose-poetry actually belongs to a rigorous
anatomy of the heart as a spiritual instrument of perception—or,
as Massignon puts it, “the Quranic notion that the heart is the or-
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gan prepared by God for contemplation.”® And it is just here that
the point becomes interesting. For as one conceives the heart, so
one conceives the transformative journey.

With regard to this “Quaranic notion of the heart,” perhaps
the clearest elucidation comes from a modern Sufi master, Kabir
Helminski. In his Living Presence Helminski writes:

We have subtle subconscious faculties we are not using. Be-
yond the limited analytic intellect is a vast realm of mind that
includes psychic and extrasensory abilities, intuition; wisdom;
a sense of unity; aesthetic, qualitative, and symbolic capaci-
ties. Though these faculties are many, we give them a single
name with some justification because they are operating best
when they are in concert. They comprise a mind, moreover, in
spontaneous connection with the cosmic mind. This total mind
we call “heart.”®

The heart’s job is to look deeper than the surface of things, deeper
than the jumbled, reactive landscape of our ordinary awareness,
and to beam in on the deeper, ensheltering spiritual world in which
our being is truly rooted (Jesus calls it “the Kingdom of Heaven”).
As the heart becomes clearer and stronger, we are able to come
into alignment with divine being and are able to live authentically
the dance of divine self-disclosure which is our true self. Helminski
goes on to explain:

The heart is that antenna that receives the emanations of sub-
tler levels of existence. The human heart has its proper field of
functioning beyond the reactive, superficial ego-self. Awaken-
ing the heart, or the Spiritualized mind, is an unlimited pro-
cess of making the mind more sensitive, focused, energized,
subtle and refined, of joining it to its cosmic milieu, the infin-
ity of love."”

It is clear that Merton absorbed this basic concept of the heart as
an organ of spiritual perception—the whole “antenna” aspect—
and was deeply impressed with it. In his marvelous lectures on
Sufism to the novices of Gethsemani, he speaks over and over of
that “little kernel of gold” (Massignon'’s le point vierge, al-Hallaj's
sirr), which is not only our deepest reality, but also a kind of hom-
ing signal through which we can stay aligned with that reality. As
he sees it,
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The real freedom is to be able to come and go from that center,
and to be able to do without anything that is not connected to
that center. Because when you die, that is all that is left. When
we die, everything is destroyed except this one thing, which is
our reality that God preserves forever. He will not permit its
final destruction.

And the thing is, that we know this. This is built into that
particular little grain of gold, this spark of the soul, or what-
ever it is. It knows this. And the freedom that matters is the
capacity to be in contact with that center. For it is from that
center that everything else comes."

But make no mistake: Merton is not embracing an Islamic anthro-
pology; rather, in the mirror of Sufism he is able to recognize the
heart he has already come to know intimately through his years of
Christian contemplative practice. And in that same moment of
recognition, he also understands intuitively that the way to re-
main in contact with “that little grain of gold, this spark of the
soul” is simply to be able to let go of whatever it is that jams its
signal.

Surmounting Love by Love

For most Western Christians, the heart would more readily be as-
sociated with the capacity to feel. Its genius is emotional empathy.
Even that old pop psychology cliché, “being in the heart” versus
“being in the head,” rests on our staunch conviction that the heart
mirrors the real person through its capacity to feel, to love, to em-
pathize. If it has a capacity for spiritual perception, it is exercised
through love. Hence the immortal instructions in the Cloud of Un-
knowing: “God may be reached and held fast by means of love, but
by means of thought never.”!2

It is not surprising, then, that overwhelmingly in the Western
tradition, the core methodology for “putting the mind in the heart”
can be described as the concentration of affectivity. In both the Chris-
tian East and the Christian West, the basic strategy for spiritual
transformation begins by engaging the heart’s natural capacity to
feel. Once the heart has been stirred by strong emotions, it is a
surprisingly short step to concentrate and purify these emotions
through spiritual practice and harness their vibrant energy for
spiritual awakening,.

You can see the strategy already at work in John Cassian in the
fifth century, particularly in his Tenth Conference, where he urges
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the continuous use of the prayer sentence from Psalm 70, “O Lord,
come to my assistance, Oh God make speed to save me.” Cassian
goes on to explain: “It is not without good reason that this verse
has been chosen from the whole of Scripture as a device. It carries
within it all the feelings of which human nature is capable.”’* By
embracing the full intensity of these feelings, an ardor is gener-
ated that catapults the heart free and clear of its egocentric orbit
and straight into the heart of God.

In fact, as Christian contemplative masters have consistently
observed from the Desert times right down into our own, without
that critical intensity of ardor, it is all but impossible to escape the
centrifugal force of human egotism. It takes gold to make gold; a
heart that burns, even with carnal love, can be directed toward
contemplation of higher things, but a heart of stone travels no-
where. As St. John Climacus observed with keen insight:

I'have seen impure souls who threw themselves headlong into
physical eros to a frenzied degree. It was their very experience
of that eros that led them to interior conversion. They concen-
trated their eros on the Lord. Rising above fear, they tried to
love God with insatiable desire. That is why when Christ spoke
to the woman who had been a sinner he did not say that she
had been afraid, but that she had loved much, and had easily
been able to surmount love by love.™*

This goal of “surmounting love by love,” or in other words, unit-
ing the devotional and perceptive aspects of the heart in a single
mystical flame, reveals the secret of why Christianity has always
embraced affectivity as the gateway to inner awakening. We see
this same predilection at work in lectio divina, where the third stage,
oratio, is intended to take the concentrated attention of a mind that
has gathered itself through meditatio and fan it to a level of emo-
tional intensity wherein the boundaries of egoic consciousness are
essentially melted, at least for the duration of the prayer. We see it
again in the Jesus Prayer, classically understood, which while su-
perficially resembling a mantra, in fact gains its force through the
concentration of affective love.

This is also the underlying reason, I believe, that Christian tra-
dition has never taken easily to meditation, and has never rested
entirely comfortably with a methodology that seems to go against
the grain of one of its most basic presuppositions: that it is not
possible to reach the apophatic without first going through the
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cataphatic—i.e., via the concentration of affectivity. Working with
eros as its transformational quicksilver, the journey necessarily
entails a long, tough slog through the gristmills of purification
and inner preparation before the soul is ready to “bear the beams
of love” (in the words of William Blake) in pure contemplation. By
an overwhelming majority, the pedagogy of both the Christian West
and the Christian East has favored this developmental trajectory.

Attention of the Heart

But majority is not the same thing as exclusive. While “concentra-
tion of affectivity” clearly dominates the field in Christian spiritu-
ality, there is also a different pathway to center, and one who was
onto it was Simeon the New Theologian. His curiously little known
essay, “Three Forms of Prayer and Attention,” is one of the most
important resources available for locating Centering Prayer within
the wider tradition of Christian interior prayer and for validating
its innovative yet entirely orthodox starting points.'

I have spoken of Simeon extensively in my book Centering
Prayer and Inner Awakening, but let me briefly recap some of the
essential points. Simeon was one of the most brilliant spiritual
theologians of his day, or of any day. His lifespan (949-1022) places
him almost exactly a thousand years ago, but the issues he was
grappling with in the eleventh century are still cutting edge in our
own times. Essentially, Simeon insisted on the dimension of con-
scious presence in our human relationship with the divine—or as
he called it, “attention of the heart.”

Developing this kind of attention is all-important, Simeon
maintains, for otherwise, “It is impossible to have purity of heart;
impossible to fulfill the Beatitudes.”'® Only when the mind is “in
the heart,” grounded and tethered in that deeper wellspring of
spiritual awareness, is it possible to live the teachings of Jesus with-
out hypocrisy or burnout. The gospel requires a radical openness
and compassion that is beyond the capacity of the anxious, fear-
ridden ego.

But how to swim down to these deeper waters? Simeon lays
out three possibilities. The first is the classic path of “concentra-
tion of affectivity” as we have just described it:

If a man stands at prayer and, raising his hands, his eyes, and
his mind to heaven, keeps in mind Divine thoughts, imagines
celestial blessings, hierarchies of angels and dwellings of the
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saints, assembles briefly in his mind all he has learnt from the
Holy Spirit and ponders over all this while at prayer, gazing
up to heaven and thus inciting his soul to longing and love of
God, at times even shedding tears and weeping, this will be
the first method of prayer.’

The problem with this traditional method, Simeon asserts, is that
itrelies on a high level of excitement of the external faculties, which
is ultimately self-delusional and can become addictive, leading
one to depend on lights, sweet scents, and “other like phenom-
ena” as evidence of the presence of God. “If then such a man give
himself up to silence,” Simeon adds bluntly, “he can scarcely avoid
going out of his mind.”"”

The second method he explores is self-examination and the
collecting of thoughts “so that they cease to wander”—the classic
methodology of a practice based on awareness. This approach re-
lies heavily on the practices of inner attention, self-remembering,
and the examination of consciousness. But the fatal flaw in this
methodology, Simeon observes, is that such a practitioner “remains
in the head, whereas evil thoughts are generated in the heart.”’®
In other words, the aspiring seeker is likely to be blindsided by
the strength of his unconscious impulses.

Simeon designates the third method as attention of the heart and
describes it as follows:

You should observe three things before all else: freedom from
all cares, not only cares about bad and vain but even about
good things...your conscience should be clear so that it de-
nounces you in nothing, and you should have a complete ab-
sence of passionate attachment, so that your thought inclines
to nothing worldly.”

The importance of Simeon’s observation here is extraordinary, for
he has essentially described the practice of kenotic surrender. That
greatest desideratum of the spiritual life, attention of the heart, is
achieved, he feels, not so much by concentration of affectivity as
by the simple release of all that one is clinging to, the good things
as well as the bad things. He proposes that we start with that bare
gesture of letting go. Attention of the heart can certainly be en-
gaged through concentrated affectivity. But it can also, just as well,
be engaged through relinquishing the passions and relaxing the
will.
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While Simeon is clearly describing an integrated practice com-
bining both prayer and daily life, it is uncanny how closely his
words dovetail with the basic methodology of Centering Prayer.
As a person sits in Centering Prayer attempting to “resist no
thought, retain no thought, react to no thought,” (the instructional
formula offered in all introductory training sessions), he or she is
actually progressing in small but utterly real increments toward
“freedom from all cares” and “the absence of passionate attach-
ments.” This is Simeon'’s “attention of the heart,” which he states
is inseparable from true prayer and true conversion. In fact, the
case can be made that what Thomas Keating has really succeeded
in doing is to give meditational form to Simeon’s attention of the
heart, thereby providing a powerful new access point to the tradi-
tional wisdom of the Christian inner path. His approach, like
Simeon’s, is innovative but entirely orthodox once you understand
where he is coming from. The tie-in between Centering Prayer and
Simeon's attention of the heart is simply another link in the chain
situating Centering Prayer firmly within the hneage of Christian
kenosis understood as spiritual path.

Finding the Way to the Heart

“Keep your mind there [in the heart]” remarks Simeon, “try-
ing by every possible means to find the place where the heart
is.” In his Lost Christianity, Jacob Needleman immediately picks
up on the irony of this: that as we begin, we do not know where
the heart is. We must learn, through the process of repeated
tuning in.

My hunch is that this describes the actual journey of both Thomas
Merton and Thomas Keating—and undoubtedly Simeon as well.
During their respective monastic novitiates “the first method of
attention and prayer” was what was available, and they each prac-
ticed it to its fullness. (And even in the early days of Centering
Prayer teaching, the Sacred Word was initially described as a “love
word”: affectivity in capsule form, or in other words, an intense,
concentrated version of “all those feelings known to man.”?" It
was ultimately through the experience of contemplation itself that
these spiritual masters came to their realization that all along it
has been the surrender carrying them home.
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In his inimitable way, Merton puts words to the barebones truth
of this timeless moment: the “aha” realization that solves Simeon’s
(and Needleman’s) koan of “the Way to the Heart:”

This act of total surrender is not simply a fantastic intellectual
and mystical gamble; it is something much more serious: it is
an act of love for this unseen Person Who, in the very gift of
love by which we surrender ourselves to His reality, also makes
Himself present to us.”

If what he glimpses in this remarkable insight is true, then the
response to those overly concerned that Centering Prayer is vio-
lating the traditional pedagogy can only be a gentle “All shall be
well, and all manner of things shall be well. ” For ultimately, as
this “unseen person” becomes present, the knee of the heart will
instinctively bow— and the rest will somehow work itself out.

It is indeed true that ego-driven spiritual ambitiousness can
wind up in very bad places. But it is important never to lose sight
of the fact that spiritual ambitiousness and attention of the heart are
mutually exclusive categories. The proud may fall, but it will not be
through following the Way of the Heart, for the heart has its inbuilt
safeguard: it perceives only in the modality of surrender (which
means, literally, to “hand oneself over,” to entrust oneself entirely).
In other words, the heart can fulfill its function as organ of spiri-
tual perception only to the degree that it is able to bring itself into
moral alignment with “the infinity of love” (in Helminski’s words);
to the extent that it is willing and able to coincide with love, to
become love itself. For love is the ultimate, and ultimately the only,
purification. But this “Love which moves the sun and the stars”
(as Dante calls it) is not a feeling, an eros-fixated-upon-God; it is
rather the alchemical agape which comes into being when eros be-
comes whole in the act of giving itself away. Whenever and wher-
ever along the pathway of prayer this great secret is learned, it
instantaneously reorganizes the playing field.
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