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“Not to oppose error is to approve it; and not to defend truth is to suppress it".

 - Pope St. Felix III
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Say WHAT…!

Centering Prayer Meets the Vatican

It is God’s choice, not ours whether we enter the sphere of the divine.
In July 2002, Fr. Richard Rohr and Fr. Thomas Keating held a conference at the Albuquerque Sheraton Old Town Inn called “Healing Our Violence through the Journey of Centering Prayer.” In August, the Archdiocesan publication, The People of God, carried an advertisement for “A Day of Centering Prayer” that was to be held at the Sangre de Cristo Center of Santa Fe.  Given such widespread interest, The Pepper is reprinting Dan DeCelles’ thoughtful article on the subject. 

  By Dan DeCelles 

     Contemplative prayer has a long and venerable history among the many forms of Christian prayer. Centering prayer, by contrast, is the new kid on the block. It claims to be a technique of prayer that helps a person enter quickly and almost effortlessly into contemplation. (See below for fuller descriptions of each.) 

     According to its advocates, anyone, at any stage in the Christian life, can use centering prayer with spectacular results.  Abbot Thomas Keating, O.C., one of its main proponents, says: “To move into that realm is the greatest adventure ... a new world appears within and around us and the impossible becomes an everyday experience.”

     Last December the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a document, Some Aspects of Christian Meditation, which warned about the dangers of blending Christian prayer and Eastern methods of meditation (e.g., Zen, Transcendental Meditation and yoga). Although the document does not single out any persons or schools of thought by name, many of its warnings apply to the centering-prayer literature, including the writings of Abbot Keating and his spiritual disciple Father Basil Pennington, O.C.S.O. Both have backgrounds in Eastern meditation methods and cite those experiences favorably as instructive for today’s Christians.

     Early in the document the author, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, describes how the church Fathers combated early “errors” that affected the way Christians thought about prayer. He says: “Such erroneous forms, having reappeared in history from time to time on the fingers of the church’s prayer, seem once more [today] to impress many Christians, appealing to them as a kind of remedy, be it psychological or spiritual, or as a quick way of finding God.”

     Several elements of these ancient errors find expression in centering prayer. Later in this article, we’ll look at two of these: a mistaken understanding of “union with God,” and an overemphasis on the experiential dimension of prayer. 

     First, though, I want to call attention to the phrase “a quick way of finding God.”  This phrase indicates the most obvious problem centering prayer has. When God bestows the gift of contemplative prayer, it is normally to more mature Christians. The word “normally” is important. God is sovereign and gives His graces as He chooses, but normally He reserves this gift for those who have made some progress fighting vice and growing in virtue and in the fruit of the Spirit. This usually takes time.

     Centering prayer, on the other hand, promises any Christian at any stage access to contemplative prayer. The impression its promoters give is that a person only has to read a brief description of the method, find a quiet room and, after a few minutes of “centering,” experience a deep, contemplative sense of God’s presence.

     The promise of quick results may help to explain the popularity of centering prayer, but it cannot be dismissed as a mere sales gimmick. It is a direct antidote to what its promoters regard as a problem afflicting modern Western culture.  Abbot Keating, says: “To the objection that we might be introducing contemplative prayer (to people] too soon, my answer is that our contemporaries in the Western world have a special problem with discursive meditation because of the ingrained inclination to analyze things [which] has led to the repression of our intuitive faculties.... This conceptual hang-up...impedes the spontaneous movement from reflection...into contemplative prayer.” What’s needed, he suggests, is a method like centering prayer, a “means of exposing people to the actual experience...essential to get beyond the intellectual bias.”

     People looking for a quick way of finding God are likely to run into two temptations that have plagued Christians from the beginning: to take a negative view of the material world, and to think contemplation is something they can attain all by themselves.

     First, let’s look at the proper way a Christian values the material world. God chose to come to us through the material world. He chose to reveal himself to us in the spoken words of the prophets, in his sovereign interventions in human history, and, above all, in Jesus, his eternally begotten Son, made man in time and space. He chose to redeem us through the physical death and resurrection of this man. He chose not to take us out of this world after we are united to him in baptism, but to leave us in the world. God even chose the physical sufferings we endure on this earth as a way we can draw closer to him, following in the footsteps of His Son.

     It should not surprise us, then, that God wants the believer to approach him in and through the material world. “To grasp the depths of the divine,” says Cardinal Ratzinger, the Christian meditates on the earthly life of Jesus. God reveals these depths “through the human-earthly dimension.” When the Christian sees Jesus, he sees the Father (Jn. 14:9); he grasps “the divine reality in the human figure of Jesus, his eternal divine dimension in its temporal form.”

     However, this sort of “human-earthly” meditation is considered a hindrance in centering prayer. “In centering prayer we go beyond thought and image, beyond the senses and the rational mind, to that center of our being where God is working a wonderful work,” says Father Pennington “just sitting there, doing nothing. Not even thinking some worthwhile thoughts or making some good resolutions – just being.” Abbot Keating goes further: “If you are aware of no thoughts, you will aware of something and that is a thought. If at that point you can lose the awareness that you are aware of no thoughts, you will move into pure consciousness.”

     Cardinal Ratzinger has reservations. He warns about methods which “try as far as possible to put aside everything that is worldly, sense perceptible, or conceptually limited.” An approach of this sort to prayer may actually be “an attempt to ascend to or immerse oneself in the sphere of the divine, which as such is neither terrestrial, sense perceptible nor capable of conceptualization.”

     Besides the temptation to reject the material world in this approach there is another problem – indicated by Cardinal Ratzinger’s use of the word “oneself” in the last quote – the temptation to ascend to God by one’s own power or strength. In fact it is God’s choice, not ours, whether we enter the sphere of the divine. “God is free to ‘empty’ us of all that holds us back .... to draw us completely into the Trinitarian life of His eternal love,” but this gift is granted “not through our own efforts.”

     In the 16th century, Teresa of Avila noticed that as some Christians prayed they tried to stop thinking prematurely, before God had given the grace of contemplation. In Interior Castle she said: “Be careful not to check the movement of the mind ... and to remain there like a dolt.” A century later, the church was confronted with a still more passive form of prayer in the teachings of Miguel de Molinos. It did not take long for “quietism” to be condemned.

     Centering prayer’s advocates occasionally remind their readers that contemplation is indeed a gift from God, but their clear and constant message is that God will give the gift. Every time. To everyone who uses the method. Their insistence that anyone can master the centering-prayer technique and their virtual guarantee of success will lead many to a do-it- yourself approach to contemplative prayer. 

     The second major area of problems with centering prayer has to do with its notion of union with God. Both Father Basil Pennington and Abbot Thomas Keating speak of recasting ancient Christian wisdom on contemplative prayer in a ‘new package’ more acceptable to modern Christians. (Whether what they’ve packaged is the genuine article is debatable.) In their zeal to sell centering prayer they overemphasize the role of the contemplative dimension of the Christian life.

     Union with God is objectively brought about by baptism. It is deepened daily through our obedience to him and our death to self, and through various means of ‘grace available to us in the church.’ A Christian’s personal experience of this union – the subjective aspect – varies from day to day, even from hour to hour. At times we are more subjectively aware of our objective union with God. Thus, even when he is in the third heaven (2 Cor. 12:2), the mystic is not necessarily more united with God objectively than is the construction worker when he faithfully toils for his family’s livelihood.

     In the document, Some Aspects of Christian Meditation, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger uses the example of Jesus’ earthly life to support this point. What sustained Jesus in His eternal union with His Father was doing His Father’s will. “My food is to do the will of my Father.” (Jn. 4:34)  Of course, Jesus went off to pray in solitude, but this, too, was part of doing His Father’s will.  “By the will of the Father He is sent to mankind, to sinners, to His very executioners, and He could not be more intimately united to the Father than by obeying His will.”

     Union with God, then, comes precisely from doing God’s will in the whole of life, in all its aspects, minute by minute in all one’s activities. Union with God does not result from the effects of a singular or special experience, but from the fact of one’s whole life.

     Contemplative prayer, notes Cardinal Ratzinger, is only one aspect of a life lived in union with God. “The person who prays can be called, by a special grace of the Spirit, to that specific type of union with God which in Christian terms is called mystical.”

      The proponents of centering prayer, however, talk about union with God as though it meant the contemplative experience alone. In any lesser state of consciousness (say, when concentrating on one’s work at the factory), one is not in full union. This blurs the distinction between the objective and subjective senses of union with God and, in effect, it devalues the normal day-to-day life of the Christian. Yet it is through – and perhaps especially through – the burden of some aspects of this life on earth that God brings us into deeper and deeper union with Himself. Contemplative prayer, when it is God’s will for us, is never the whole of His plan.

     Another problem with their concept of union with God has to do with a paradox that has puzzled people for a long time. How can two persons be one? As we become more one with God, do we become less ourselves? Father Pennington says: “When we go to the center, we leave behind time and place and separateness. We come to our Source and are in the Being from which we ever flow and in which we ever stand and apart from which we are not.”  This talk of leaving behind “separateness” puts the centering-prayer people on thin ice, theologically. Lying close underneath is a sea of pantheism, the heresy that God and His creation are of the same substance and essence. Abbott Keating says: “Our basic core of goodness is our true self. Its center of gravity is God.... God and our true-Self are not separate. Though we are not God, God and our true Self are the same thing.”

     In a section describing early Christian errors that still tempt us today, Cardinal Ratzinger says they incite us “to try and overcome the distance separating creature from Creator, as though there ought not be such a distance.” Discussing the valid Eastern Christian understanding of “the divinization of man,” he says that, to grasp that concept accurately, “it is necessary in the first place to bear in mind that man is essentially a creature, and remains such for eternity, so that an absorbing of the human self into the divine self is never possible.”

     It is likely that Cardinal Ratzinger is primarily concerned here with Christians who borrow from the Hindu teaching on the individual’s future immersion in the anonymous Brahma, or impersonal deity. When Christians indiscriminately borrow non-Christian methods of meditation they run the risk of also borrowing the philosophy that the methods both reflect and sustain.  Christian mystics throughout the centuries have found it difficult to describe their experience of union with God in prayer. The German mystic Meister Eckhart (1260-c.1328), for example, tended to use imprecise language and was rightly criticized for pantheistic tendencies. It’s difficult to say whether the problem with centering-prayer language is due to their dabbling in eastern meditation techniques or to their reading of certain Christian mystics. It’s likely that we are seeing the effects of both influences.

     This brings us to a third problem with centering prayer: an over-emphasis on the experientially satisfying dimension of prayer. Father Pennington says, “Prayer should be spiritually refreshing ... it is also geared to be psychologically refreshing. It should moreover be physically renewing and strengthening.” Abbot Keating says that  through the regular practice of contemplative prayer the “dynamism of interior purification is set in motion.” Lest anyone confuse this purification with that described by traditional spiritual writers, he adds, “This dynamism is a kind of divine psychotherapy, organically designed for each of us, to empty out our unconscious....”

     Speaking about Eastern methods of meditation, Cardinal Ratzinger says, “Some people turn to these methods for therapeutic reasons.... [They] seek in these methods of prayer a path to interior peace and psychic balance.” Undoubtedly this is true of some of those attracted to centering prayer. Hearing it described as “a kind of divine psychotherapy,” they would begin to approach prayer in a way that is basically self-oriented.

     When the centering-prayer people instill this expectation of prayer in their followers they run a great risk. “Christian prayer,” says Cardinal Ratzinger, “flees from impersonal techniques or from concentrating on oneself, which can create a kind of rut, imprisoning the person praying in a spiritual privatism which is incapable of a free openness to the transcendent God.” The person who comes to prayer looking for a psychological quick fix may well never encounter God.

     One of the frustrating things about reading Father Pennington and Abbot Keating is that they seem relentlessly inconsistent. Just when you think you’ve got them pinned down on an issue, you come across a statement to the contrary. Perhaps that’s the nature of the topic, not lending itself to careful analysis. Perhaps it’s their own background in Eastern thought, and its aversion to Western logic.  In any case, I’ve tried to isolate some of their more questionable emphases and to show, in light of the Vatican’s recent document, why these are potentially dangerous for Christians. Whether they intend it or not, it’s just too easy to come away from the writings of Father Pennington and Abbot Keating with a false view of the Christian life in general and of Christian prayer in particular.

     The most helpful effect of the centering-prayer movement may be that it reawakens in the Christian people a thirst for a deeper prayer life. It is true that as we mature in the Christian life God calls us to more intimate modes of communion, to drink more deeply from the fountain of life.  When He does we will find the methods of prayer we are accustomed to no longer as fruitful, and to cling to them would be a mistake.

Cardinal Ratzinger is not trying to hold anyone back from progress in prayer. Rather, he says, as we follow the leading of the Lord we should be careful to avoid the temptations that have historically ensnared Christians. The person who thinks God is calling him on to a deeper form of prayer should seek out “an expert in the life of prayer,” for counsel and direction. Such a practice has a venerable tradition in the life of the church, he notes. “Christian experience has known of this practice from the earliest times, from the epoch of the desert fathers.”

     Given the current proliferation of questionable schools of spirituality, the possibility of getting some really bad advice is significant. For this reason it is also imperative that one’s adviser have a good sense for what is authentically Christian. He must be “an expert in sentire cum ecclesia (perceiving with the church).” Such a “spiritual father,” he says, can “lead his pupil in a dynamic way, heart to heart, into the life of prayer, which is the gift of the Holy Spirit.” [New Heaven/New Earth, April 1990]  (
Amchurch Comes Out
By Stephanie Block

     Amchurch Comes Out: The U.S. Bishops, Pedophile Scandals and the Homosexual Agenda by Paul Likoudis isn’t a book for the faint of heart.  Yet, it contains a wealth of information that makes sense of the recent scandals with which the Church in the United States has been riddled.

     To listen to the media spin-doctors and Call to Action claque, clerical celibacy is at the root of the problem.  Likoudis, however, has compiled data that suggest a different culprit, namely a concerted effort to persuade Catholics to tolerate an agenda of sexual liberation “that will not end until every social stigma attached to any sexual activity, no matter how bizarre, has been erased.” (p. xxiv-xxv)

Like Fr. Enrique Rueda’s painfully detailed and carefully documented book, The Homosexual Network, published two decades ago, Likoudis is able to demonstrate the presence of a sexualized subculture operating within the Church and challenging its traditional moral moorings.  By means of case studies involving particularly notorious priest-offenders from around the country, he shows how self-protective cliques use “their power and the Church’s resources to destroy her from the inside, to wreck her credibility, to sully her image, to make her appear ridiculous in the eyes of the world and in the minds of the faithful.” (pp xxv-xxvi)

     The Bishop Joseph Ferrario case opening the book makes the point.  Bishop Ferrario of the Diocese of Honolulu was accused in 1989 of sexual abuse at a Baltimore press conference.  Protected by fellow U.S. bishops, Ferrario was never investigated by the Church (the statute of limitations had passed for a civil suit).  Meanwhile, Ferrario  “excommunicated” his critics – an action that Rome rescinded – and retired in 1993 to the golf courses of Maui.

The episode might be edifyingly contrasted to Australian Bishop Pell’s handling of recent allegations against himself.  While vehemently denying their veracity, Pell has stepped down from office until he can clear himself of the charges.

     The bishops’ capacity to self-regulate is one problem; their willingness to discipline and hold the priests under them accountable to high moral standards is another.  The tragic case of Rudy Kos in Texas not only cost the diocese of Dallas millions of dollars but revealed “that Church officials went out of their way to recruit and protect sexually deviant priests.”  (p. 25)

     “There was an extensive system set up by the NCCB [the National Conference of Catholic Bishops] to cover up the fact that priests were abusing children,” charged attorney Sylvia Demarest.  The system included a network of safe houses where perpetrators could be placed until reassignment, often with continued access to children and little effort to control their behavior. (p. 27)

     The next disturbing aspect of this issue is the movement to desensitize and sexualize children through a variety of educational programs, which despite clear Vatican guidelines to the contrary, insisted on introducing the most graphic materials to school children.  

     Amid a surfeit of stories about “acting out” in seminaries and religious houses, the recorded speeches of some bishops themselves, urging gay clergy to “come out”  (Gumbleton, p. 66), the release of the highly flawed Always Our Children by a Committee of the NCCB, and a barrage of gay “ministries,” Likoudis portrays a grim movement that shows little sign of abating.  Unless, of course, the clerical scandals shake Catholics out of their complacency.

Amchurch Comes Out: The U.S. Bishops, Pedophiles Scandals and the Homosexual Agenda.  By Paul Likoudis.  Foreword by Rev. Joseph Wilson.  Roman Catholic Faithful, Box 109, Petersburg, Illinois 62675-0109.  Phone 212.632.5920. www.rcf.org  260 pages.  Hardcover.  2002. USA, $24.95. Canada, $32.50
God Can Make Miracles!

By Frances Castillo

With simple faith, my heart and spirit acknowledge that my God is a mighty and omnipotent God.  He has done great things and Holy is His Name!  I believe that there is nothing that He cannot do and I will not place any kind of limitations on him.  

     Throughout the ages, for all salvation history, God has been with His people, guiding and teaching them.  He has been showing them the way leading back to Him.  

     It is of great concern to me that there is a subtle and sometimes not so subtle movement to strip our Father and His son Jesus of Their Divinity.  Their great deeds and Their miracles are being reduced to mere “stories.”  

     My first experience with this was when I heard that the Creation account was a myth, a fairy-tale; it never happened.  I was told that the Red Sea didn’t really part for the Israelites; nature did it.  Doesn’t God control nature?  Why couldn’t He accomplish His wonders that way?  Did He really send down Manna from heaven or was it simply something anybody might find, if they were desperate enough?  

     Doubt has been expressed from some pulpits about the Virgin Birth.  The physical and historical Resurrection of Jesus is brought into question. His multiplying a handful loaves and fishes to feed thousands is explained away as a story about people sharing their candy bars and bags of rolls with each other.  This incredible miracle, full of Eucharistic significance, is reduced to a moment of human good will.   

     Do you suppose that Jesus sent the servants at Cana to the corner market to buy more wine instead of changing water?  Is it merely the community’s fond memory that brought Lazarus back from the dead?  

     It all comes down to the diminishing of the Eucharist, the Real Presence of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The celebration of our Lord’s Supper, the institution of the Eucharist and the Priesthood, is becoming nothing more than a communal foot-washing ceremony.  Our brother is important, but not above God!

     The focus on the Sacraments of the Eucharist and Holy Orders is diminishing.  There is always a need to wash one another’s feet and to ask forgiveness of one another, but we need to exercise caution lest we offend our God.  In some parishes, the faithful no longer hear the bells, calling us to a time of deep reverence.  In some parishes, there is no longer kneeling during the Eucharistic prayer, as kneelers are being removed or not even installed.  The quiet reverence and prayer of a worshipping people is disappearing as more emphasis is placed on the “gathering place.”  Jesus is ignored or forgotten.  


     So much more is happening in our churches.  An old friend of mine used to say “put attention!”  This we must do.  We need to  “put attention” to the Truth and abide by the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church and the Magisterium.  We need to “put attention” to the beautiful traditions that have been handed down to us through the ages.   We need to “put attention” to how we blend the new with the old, taking care not to be caught up in the “paralysis of analysis.”  We need to “put attention” to our lives so that when the time comes, we won't end up like the foolish virgins, without a drop of spiritual oil (Matt. 25: 1-13).  

     Let us be steadfast in our Faith and as we prepare for our Lord’s coming, remembering His words, “ know that I am with you always, until the end of the world!” (Matt. 28: 20) (
Pro-life News

Albuquerque, NM -  In August, Philip Leahy of Project Life was ticketed for “standing on a scaffold (a board placed between two step ladders) and looking over the six-foot high wall into Planned Parenthood’s backyard.”  Two other pro-lifers were also ticketed for allegedly blocking a sidewalk.  

     Despite a City Council vote last year of 9 to 0 in favor of the pro-lifers’ rights to be present at the abortuary, Planned Parenthood continues its campaign to remove Philip, the other counselors, and the prayer-protestors who regularly visit the site, offering young women life saving options to abortion.  

     The Missionary Image of Our Lady of Guadalupe was brought to Albuquerque during September as part of a prayer campaign to end abortion and to provide community support to Project Life.   Following a special pro-life Mass offered by Fr. Pio O’Conner, the Catholic Knights of America led the powerful Jericho Walk, seven times around the clinic with the image.  One family, whose baby had been rescued months earlier by Project Life councilors, carried their newborn on the Rosary walk.  They were also interviewed by a Mexican television station.  Another family reconsidered their decision to abort and drove off, instead to BirthRight.    

Corpus Christi, Texas -  In June, the Bishop of Corpus Christi , Edmond Carmody, banned the gubernatorial and lieutenant gubernatorial candidates in the Democratic party from speaking at diocesan churches because of their abortion-rights positions, which are “personally opposed” but would support a “woman’s right to terminate her pregnancy.”

Edmonton, Canada - Bishop Fred Henry upheld a diocesan priest's decision not to marry a southern Alberta woman employed by Planned Parenthood. “No Catholic can responsibly take a pro-choice stand when the choice in question involves the taking of innocent human life,” Henry said in an interview from Calgary.  “The whole Planned Parenthood agenda is not in accordance with the teaching of the Catholic Church. And consequently if a Roman Catholic is going to work for them, then they have to be prepared to accept the consequences of that decision,” Henry said. 

Tradition!
Are you looking for some good books?

By Sally Govea

The Catholic Church finds its doctrine in both the Holy Scriptures and in Tradition. But what are the teachings of Tradition? Where are the true translations of Holy Scriptures?

We find the answers to both these questions in the writings of the Fathers of the Church. Besides giving us the true interpretation of the Bible they teach us how the early Church was formed, the essence of Church doctrine, and the way to grow in the love of God to enrich our spiritual life.  Nowhere else have I found such a wealth of knowledge of my Faith or such knowledge that quickens the soul with desire to learn more.

I began to read the writings of St. Augustine, Gregory, Chrysostom and other Fathers of the Church over 30 years ago. Then I began to search for more books and found only a few. However, that’s changed. Recently I was given a catalog that listed some of the books I wanted. I was like a child in a bakery store and bought all I could afford.

Some of these books are expensive, so I wrote the publishers and because I am a bookseller I was able to get some discounts which can be passed down to my customers. This is good news for anyone who is interested in knowing his Catholic faith more fully, in knowing the true interpretations of the Scriptures, in knowing the depth of the prayers of the Psalms, and in knowing the path to a greater intimacy with God. Good news, because I intend to sell these books as inexpensively as possible. 

Because there are so many titles, we can only keep a small number of them on hand. We have purchased as many books as money would allow. So to start off, we will only show the books that we have purchased and you can order them. We will also have catalogs that you can search. We are asking for at least a 10% deposit on orders, because we must pay when we place the order. We’ll call you when the books have arrived. In time we will increase our stock of the most popular books.

If you would like more information call: Sally M. Govea, (505) 883-0766 or (505) 301-4219.

Say WHAT…?

     Franciscans Patricia Sablatura and Cecily Schroepfer led a retreat in July at the New Mexico Mandala Center. The retreat, Dreams of the Earth, had an eco-spititual focus, helping participants to “explore their dreams, and through them, their connection to the whole universe.”  

     Sr. Cecily works among t he Crow and Northern Cheyenne of Montana as a “spiritual companion” and gives Ortho-Bionomy treatments during longer retreats (Ortho-Bionomy is a gentle, physical manipulation of the body.  Advanced students “are given in-depth training in attunement to the bio-energy field created by the life force within all living things”).  

     Sr. Pat, with a Ph.D. in clinical psychology and a dissertation on “dreamtending,” also conducted a Dream Exploration Retreat in August at the Canossian Spirituality Center. 

     Then, in September Sr. Pat participated in the EarthSpirit Rising Conference.  Sister’s contribution was a pre-conference event that invited participants to “meet again with our kin in the earth community…as have our ancestors. Through dream and vision we will participate in the cosmic web of Life. This day will include imaginal dream work, ritual, expressive arts, circle dance. Come with dreams and a journal.” 

The August 11 Catholic Communicator carried a notice for Franciscan Sr. Joan Brown’s September presentation at Santa Fe’s Sangre de Cristo Catholic Community that included centering prayer and other groundwork for creative nonviolence.  Sr. Joan, according to the January-February 1999 Call to Action New Mexico Newsletter, is a “CTA follower.”
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