
        Contemplative Prayer at Trinity 
Wednesday 5:30-6:00 p.m. in the Chapel 

At Trinity, we have faithfully practiced silent prayer since June 2015 every Wednesday. We enter the 
chapel in silence. Two periods of silence are separated by a short reading. We close with a short 
prayer. Those who wish to may stay and share.  
 
In our noisy, individualistic world, there is a growing hunger for silent listening and communal 
prayer although many do not name it that way. Contemplative prayer has a long tradition in many 
religious traditions. We are indebted to Quaker communities and certain monastic orders for 
continuing their practice of gathered silence and centering prayer until those of us from other 
traditions recognize our need for it. I suspect the hunger for gathered silence is one reason for the 
popularity of Buddhist spirituality as well. 
 
Writers like Thomas Keating, Martin Laird, Thomas Merton, Richard Rohr, and Cynthia Borgeault 
now offer us a well-marked path for developing individual and corporate practices of contemplative 
prayer. That journey inward is essential for sustaining the hard work of social justice and civil 
discourse – so needed in our fractured world.  
 
It takes many forms (lectio divina, Jesus Prayer, etc.) but the purpose is more than just quiet and 
relaxation. “The spiritual journey does not require going anywhere because God is already with us and 
in us” (T.Keating)   By sitting still in the presence of God we are answering God’s call to “be still and 
know that I am God.”  We bring a willingness to open fully to the truth that we “dwell in Him and 
He in us”. “Let your ego soften,” Keating said as we sat in a crowded room, breathing quietly. “Rest 
in God’s love. Notice and welcome any thoughts, images or body sensations,” he continued, “and 
simply let them go. Return to your sacred word, your center.” 
 
Contemplation is not thinking, or working things out, but an experience of loving presence, and it 
comes, like grace, as pure gift, given when and as God chooses. It can come during activity (see 
Tree of Contemplative Practices), at any time, and it can be cultivated in solitude. It’s a conscious 
willingness to fully enter into life just as it is. Our time in contemplative prayer is simple, but it may 
not be easy at first. It is just being present, neither rehashing the past nor worrying about the 
future. Stopping long enough to listen to the Spirit, in whom we live and move and have our being.  
Abiding.  Cherishing the present moment. At Trinity, we do this in community. 
 
Realizing you are known by God and loved as you are is an opening to soften your heart to the 
world and take this experience into the world, rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit, loving and 
acting in the world as the body of Christ to bring about a just, peaceful and loving Kingdom.  
 
Thomas Keating It’s your intention that counts. The main thing to do is to do it. The principal 
method of Centering Prayer really is to sit down. Once you sit down the spirit has got you and if you 
do it every day, the difficulties will evaporate. It’s a dynamic relationship, a conversation moving to 
communion and interior silence. 
 
Martin Laird   There are two contemplative practices of fundamental importance in the 
Christian tradition: the practice of stillness and the practice of watchfulness or awareness…(There 
are) practical struggles many of us face when we try to be silent— the inner chaos going on in our 
heads, like some wild cocktail party of which we find ourselves the embarrassed host…The saints and 
sages of the Christian tradition have shared and reflected on the very yearnings and struggles we all 
experience… (By) living though our own breakdowns and breakthroughs we are initiated into the  
 



 
same living tradition that vitalized them. While the discovery of this silent land is deeply personal, 
and no one can do it for us, it is at the same time deeply communal: paradoxically no one discovers  
the solitude of inner silence by oneself…Contemplation is sheer gift. There is nothing we can do to 
bring forth its flowering, but there are important skills, without which it will be unlikely to flower. 
 
John of the Cross (Carmelite Monk of 16th century) Preserve a loving attentiveness to God with 
no desire to feel or understand any particular thing concerning him. The opening up from within of 
the ground of awareness.   
 
Dorothy Day  If you are rushed for time, sow time and you will reap time. Go to church 
and spend a quiet hour in prayer. You will have more time than ever and your work will get done. Sow 
time with the poor. Sit and listen to them, give them your time lavishly. You will reap time a 
hundredfold…... because I am a woman involved in practical cases, I must meditate when I can, early 
in the morning and on the fly during the day. Not in the privacy of a study, but here, there and 
everywhere - at the kitchen table, on the train, on the ferry, on my way to and from appointments and 
when I am making supper or putting Teresa to bed.  
 
C.S. Lewis  We live, in fact, in a world starved for solitude, silence, and private: and 
therefore starved for meditation and true friendship. 
 
Evelyn Underhill For [mystics,] contemplation and action are not opposites, but two 
interdependent forms of a life that is one--a life that rushes out to a passionate communion with the 
true and beautiful…Try to arrange things so that you can have a reasonable bit of quiet every day and 
do not think it selfish . You are obeying God's call and giving Him the opportunity to teach you what 
He wants you to know, and so make you more useful to Him and to other souls. 
 
Anonymous, from The Cloud of Unknowing When your soul is engaged in contemplation, it 
doesn’t worry or feel doubt. It’s totally at peace because it knows exactly what it’s supposed to do. 
Also, when practicing this prayer, your soul is purified and transformed. You become discerning. And 
you no longer want to wander from the path as much. Go forth and gently conquer, then. Be humble 
and passionate in this work. Persevere. Contemplation begins on earth but continues in eternity. Love 
never ends.  
 
James Finley  To practice meditation as an act of faith is to open ourselves to the endlessly 
reassuring realization that our very being and the very being of everyone and everything around us is 
the generosity of God. God is creating us in the present moment, loving us into being, such that our 
very presence is the manifested presence of God. We meditate that we might awaken to this unitive 
mystery, not just in meditation, but in every moment of our lives. This is how Jesus lived. Whether he 
gazed at a child on his lap or a leper wanting to be healed; whether he looked at a prostitute or his 
own mother; whether he witnessed the joy of a wedding feast or the sorrow of loved ones weeping at 
the burial of a loved one; whether he observed his own disciples or his executioners—Jesus saw God. 
We meditate that we might learn, with God’s grace, to see God in all that we see. 
 
Howard Thurman There is the rest of detachment and withdrawal when the spirit moves into the 
depths of the region of the Great Silence, where world weariness is washed away and blurred vision is 
once again prepared for the focus of the long view where seeking and finding are so united that failure 
and frustration, real though they are, are no longer felt to be ultimately real. Here the Presence of God 
is sensed as an all-pervasive aliveness which materializes into concreteness of communion: the reality 
of prayer. Here God speaks without words and the self listens without ears. Here at last, glimpses of  
 



 
the meaning of all things and the meaning of one’s own life are seen with all their strivings. To accept 
this is one meaning of the good line, “Rest in the Lord — O, rest in the Lord.”… I abandon all that I  
think I am, all that I hope to be, all that I believe I possess. I let go of the past, I withdraw my grasping 
hand from the future, and in the great silence of this moment, I alertly rest my soul. 
 
Parker Palmer   [Contemplation] helps us see through the deceptions of self and world in 
order to get in touch with what Howard Thurman called “the genuine” within us and around 
us…Contemplation is any way one has of penetrating illusion and touching reality. 
 
Teresa of Avila  For prayer is nothing else than being on terms of friendship with God. It 
is nothing else than a close sharing between friends; it means taking time to be alone with God who 
we know loves us.  We are not trying to be quiet, nor are we trying to have no thoughts. By trying not 
to think, we hopelessly stimulate the imagination. We simply, gently, without judgment, tenderly 
bring our attention back when we realize it’s been stolen. 
 
Rowan Williams To learn contemplative practice is to learn what we need so as to live truthfully 
and honestly and lovingly. It is a deeply revolutionary matter…contemplation is the only ultimate 
answer to the unreal and insane world that our financial systems and our advertising culture and our 
chaotic and unexamined emotions encourage us to inhabit. 
 
Benjamin Tutu  As to the deep silence of contemplation...I say that we will become 
attuned to the voice of God because it is a voice that is constantly present with us. God is talking to us 
all the time, always inviting us into conversation. We are a little like football fans at a game. The roar 
of the crowd is so loud it drowns out the comments of the person sitting right beside us. We must 
turn and give our seatmate our full attention in order to understand what she is saying. Prayer, then, 
is like turning to give our seatmate our full attention. When we enter into contemplative prayer, the 
crowd doesn’t go away. The concerns and worries that we bring into our prayer time don’t 
miraculously vanish. But the noise of them recedes. We have turned our attention to something more 
important. God’s voice moves into the foreground. 
 
Thomas Merton Contemplation is the response to a call: a call from [the one] who has no voice, 
and yet who speaks in everything that is, and who, most of all, speaks in the depths of our own being: 
for we ourselves are words of his…. Contemplation is this echo. It is a deep resonance in the inmost 
center of our spirit in which our very life loses its separate voice and re-sounds with the majesty and 
the mercy of the Hidden and Living One. 
 
Henri Nouwen  We have to fashion our own desert where we can withdraw every day, 
shake off our compulsions and dwell in the gentle, healing presence of our Lord. Without such a 
desert, we will lose our own soul while preaching the gospel to others.  
 
Basil Pennington Unfortunately, in seeing ourselves as we truly are, not all that we see is beautiful 
and attractive. This is undoubtedly part of the reason we flee silence. We do not want to be 
confronted with our hypocrisy, our phoniness. We see how false and fragile is the false self we project. 
We have to go through this painful experience to come to our true self. It is a harrowing journey, a 
death to self – the false self – and no one wants to die. But it is the only path to life, to freedom, to 
peace, to true love. And it begins with silence. We cannot give ourselves in love if we do not know and 
possess ourselves. This is the great value of silence. It is the pathway to all we truly want. 
 
 
 



 
Greg Boyle   Close both eyes and see with the other one. Then we are no longer saddled by the 
burden of our persistent judgments, our ceaseless withholding, our constant exclusion. Our sphere 
has widened and we find ourselves quite unexpectedly in a new expansive location in a place of endless 
acceptance and infinite love. 
 
Jan Richardson  Go far enough into the cave and you will find them, those who know the 
exact place where contemplation leads to action and reflection gives birth to revolution and prayer 
gives way to a shattering power that cannot be grasped but can only be received, can only be gathered 
as the wind is gathered by a sail. Go far enough and you will feel them soaring past you, flying 
through the dark tunnel toward life, toward birth, hands outstretched in invitation, in liberation, in 
blessing, in release. 
 
Julian of Norwich Lord, let not our souls be busy inns that have no room for thee or thine, 
   But quiet homes of prayer and praise, where thou mayest find fit company, 
   Where the needful cares of life are wisely ordered and put away, 
   And wide, sweet spaces kept for thee; where holy thoughts pass up and down 
   And fervent longings watch and wait thy coming. 
 
Meister Eckhart  The eye through which I see God is the same eye through which God sees me; my 
eye and God's eye are one eye, one seeing, one knowing, one love… I am as sure as I live that nothing is 
so near to me as God. God is nearer to me than I am to myself; my existence depends on the nearness 
and the presence of God. 
  
St. Augustine, on prayer and the significance of Christ’s resurrection and ascension: Christ has 
gone from our sight so that we should return to our heart and find him there. 
 
Gerald May  A lot of people have trouble with contemplative prayer because it’s really an act 
of love and demands vulnerability.  This kind of prayer is where we most directly face the truth of 
ourselves and the world.  It’s risky business.  But we’re not flying solo here.  Jesus reminds us to come 
to him as a child. So the simpler the better.   
 
Anthony Coniarus The purpose of solitude is to celebrate the liturgy in the inner chapel of the heart 
which is the temple of the Holy Spirit. For in reality there are three liturgies: the liturgy celebrated in 
the chapel of the heart for which solitude is so necessary. The corporate liturgy celebrated in church. 
And the liturgy after the liturgy, the diakonia or service rendered to Christ in the world.  
 
William Barry  If I do not know in my bones that God loves me with an everlasting love, I will 
not dare to open myself to his gaze and to ask to see myself as he sees me.  Even with a strong 
experienced-based faith and trust in God’s creative love for me I will still blanch before such a request.  
Yet my relationship with the Lord cannot develop unless I walk throughout this dark valley and come 
to know that the love that desired me into being still holds me as the apple of God’s eye though I have 
been unfaithful and untrue, even outrageously so.   
+++++ 
It is not self-observation, or self-indulgent, but rather falling into the hands of a loving God, St. Paul 
says. Don’t be worried about trying to define it, or about getting it wrong.  Seek only honesty and 
truth. Come to your best sense of your desire for God, and just be there as you are. Allow as much 
openness as you can and try to give yourself to what seems most authentic.  What is easiest for you 
is usually the best. If you feel drawn to it, and desire to spend time with God, you are in the right 
place, Thomas Merton said: “You have already done all that is necessary. “ There is no further 
entrance requirement. Your desire for prayer is, in truth, a response to God’s reaching out. Stand  



 
diligently at the gate of the heart and listen. Perceive the love of God fully and consciously in our 
heart.  To realize that God is within you is the “pearl of great price”.  
 
Notice how much you may resist doing this. This not a technique or a gimmick, but it is a practice 
to be developed.  Some may choose a sacred word to focus at first, or the Jesus prayer.  Jesus, Peace, 
Love, or Here I am, Abide.   
 
The mind will chatter. All minds do.  Thoughts and feelings will creep in.  Some suggestions from 
the ancients: 

• Instead of pushing away chatter, return again and again, gently, with a prayer word 
• Or, some use their breath to bring them back—breathe in the breath of God as pure gift 
• Gently notice and release the distraction—it is in the “coming back” to the breath or word 

that we develop the contemplative muscles. It helps to have a sense of humor about it. 
• The practice of bringing back the attention over and over creates an interior momentum 

that can reveal a stillness over time.  Much of the inner noise is deeply ingrained and leads 
us down a false path that suggests we find who we are from our thoughts and feelings.   

• Stop chasing the thoughts; don’t get caught up in the commentary.  Jesus in the desert 
refused to get caught up in the commentary on the chatter—the judgment. God is waiting, 
not judging your attempts. 

• Try not to analyze what is happening.  Don’t be disappointed if you think nothing is 
happening.  The fruits of contemplative prayer are to be found in the life you live when you 
get up and go out into the world.  Will you enter more deeply to right troubles of the world, 
love others, be gentle with yourself?                                

+++ 
Suggestions on How to Practice at Home: 
 If you do this at home you may want to use a meditation timer (free app). 

• Choose a comfortable chair that supports your back in a private place without disturbances.  
• Create a ritual that is meaningful for you such as lighting a candle, ringing a bell. 
• Physically settle into your chair. Wiggle a bit. Come into your body. Sit erect, with dignity, 

aligning ears over shoulders, head over heart, chin tucked a bit (supports your heavy head) 
with hands relaxed resting on your lap or thighs, or open, in a gesture of openness to the 
Spirit.  Close your eyes softly. Plant your feed on the ground. Prepare so that you won’t have 
to shift later. 

• You may decide to dedicate this time to some need in your family or in our world.   
• Scan over your body and relax intentionally:  head level, shoulders relaxed and down and 

feet grounded, rooted in the floor. Close your lips, drop your jaw. Open your eyes and close 
them again gently. Furrow and release your brow. Continue to release tension with every 
exhale and scan every part of your body with intention, head to toe. 

• Start by breathing in and out intentionally slowly and very deeply—Breathe on me breathe of 
God.  God is the breath in and out of you, sustaining life. 

• Now settle to natural breathing and be aware of what is around you, expand your attention 
within.  It may help to think about trusting your mind and heart to the mind of Christ, being 
willing for God’s great love to care for yours. 

• Then, so far as it is possible, just rest in this simple open presence 
• When you come to the end of this time, end it gently, as if this awareness and openness 

carries over to what comes next.    
 
For more information, please contact Mary Taylor at mzt3522@gmail.com 
 


