Mind-emptying techniquesare not Christian

prayer, but rather practices

of Hindus, Zen Buddhistsand New Agers.

A closer ook

at centering prayer

By Anne Feaster

m The Centering Prayer Movement has be-
come very popular in Catholic circlestoday.
People sign up for it in retreat centers, in
workshops, and sometimesin their own pa-
rish. These people believeit to be authentic
Christian contemplative prayer practiced by
thesaints. Isit redly Christian contemplation?

Inmy researchontheNew Agewhich| did
for thepast tenyears, | foundthat itisnot Chris-
tian contempl ation and that thistype of prayer
isnot recommended by Pope John Paul 11, Car-
dinal Ratzinger, The Catechism of the Catholic
Church, or St. Teresaof Avila. Therehaveaso
been warnings from Johnnette Benkovic on
EWTN (Mother Angelica’ s Network). John-
nette has a program called “Living His Life
Abundantly”, and hashad aserieson the New
Age. She hasalso written abook called, The
New Age Counterfeit, and devotesone chapter
to the problems of Centering Prayer (CP). She
identifiesit asbeing the same as Transcenden-
tal Meditation (TM) whichistied to Hinduism.
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What iscentering prayer?

Centering prayer, as taught by Fr. Basil
Pennington and Fr. Thomas Keating, isa
method of prayer that is supposed to lead a
person into contemplation. It is supposed to
be done for twenty minutes in the morning
and twenty minutesin the evening. The per-
son chooses asacred word. Hetriestoignore
all thoughts and feelings, |etting them go
by asboats going down astream. When the
thoughtskeep coming back, the personreturns
to the sacred word. The goal isto keep prac-
ticing until ALL THOUGHTSAND FEEL -
INGSDISAPPEAR. Fr. Keating saysin Open
Mind, Open Heart, “ All thoughts passif you
wait long enough.”* A person then reaches a
state of pure consciousness or amental void.
Thethinking processissuspended. Thistech-
niqueissupposed to put theminto direct con-
tact with God. Theideaisto go to the center
of your being to find the True Self. Thispro-

HOMILETIC & PASTORAL REVIEW



cessis supposed to dismantle the Fal se Self,
which is supposedly the result of the emo-
tional baggage we carry.

Fr. Thomas K eating isamonk, priest, and
abbot of St. Benedict’'s Monastery in Snow-
mass, Col. and isthefounder of the Centering
Prayer movement. He haswritten four books.
Fr. Basil PenningtonisaTrappist monk at St.
Joseph’sAbbey in Spencer, Mass. He has
written over thirty books, some of which are
on Centering Prayer. Some of the conceptsin
their booksaresimilar to New Agebeliefsand
practices.

What are New Age beliefs?

New Agersborrow many of their beliefs
from Hinduism. They believethat we are all
connected to an impersonal energy force,
whichisgod, andwearepart of thisgod. This
god-energy flowsinto each one of us; sowe
tooaregod. (Thisisthe heresy of pantheism,
condemned by the Church at the First Vatican
Council). They think becausewearegod, we
can create our own reality, experience our
own god-power. Thisawareness of our god-
selvesis called god-consciousness, super-
consciousness, Christ-consciousness, pure-
consciousness, unity consciousness, or
self-realization. To reach this awareness,
New Agers use mantras or yogato go into
altered levels of consciousness to discover
their own divinity. They look inside to find
their True Self or Higher Self—to find wis-
dom and knowledge since the True Self or
Higher Self isgod.

They addressgod asthe Source, the Divine
Energy, the Divine Love Energy, or the Great
Universal Intelligence. The goal of New
Agersisto usher in anew age of peace, har-
mony and unity. They hope that all mankind
will cometo “god consciousness,” whichis
theawarenessthat they aregod. Thecomplete
definition onthe New Ageby Fr. Mitch Pacwa
isasfollows: “TheNew AgeMovement is
highly eclectic, borrowing ideasand practices
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from many sources. Meditation techniques
from Hinduism, Zen, Sufism, and Native
American religions are mixed with hu-
mani stic psychology, occultism, and modern
physics.” 2 Thereisascripturein Col. 2:4-8,
that warns us against this pitfall. It states, “I
tell you this so that no one may delude you
with speciousarguments. . . . Seetoit that no
one deceives you through any empty philos-
ophy that follows mere human traditions, a
philosophy based on cosmic powers rather
than on Christ.”

How do New Age beliefscompare
to centering prayer ?

In CP, people are taught to use aprayer
word or sacred word to empty the mind. (Fr.
Keating saysitisnot amantra; butif itisused
torid themind of all thoughtsand feelings,
then it doesthe same thing asamantra). The
goal isto reach amental void or pure con-
sciousnessin order to find God at the center.
Pure consciousnessisan altered level of con-
sciousness. Thisisexactly what the Hindus
and Buddhists do to reach god-consciousness
or pure consciousness. Thisisalso similar to
what actress Shirley MacL ainedoesto gointo
an altered level of consciousnessand discov-
er her Divine Center or Higher Self, whichis
her divinity.

What arethesimilarities between
CPand TM?

Johnette Benkovic hasinterviewed people
on her show and in her book who have done
both CPand TM. They claimitisbasicaly the
same. Theonly differencewould bethat in
TM the mantras are names of Hindu gods,
and in CPthe sacred word is usually Jesus,
God, peace, or love. Fr. Finbarr Flanagan,
who wasinvolved in both CPand TM says
CPisTM in aChristian dress. He says Fr.
Pennington hasendorsed TM “ . . . without
hesitation.” 3Let’slook at the similarities:
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|) Both CPand TM use a 20-minute meditation.

2) Both CPand TM use amantrato erase all
thoughts and feelings.

3) Both CPand TM teach that in this meditation
you pick up vibrations.

4) Both CPand TM claim that thismeditation will
giveyou more peace and lesstension.

5) Both CPand TM teach you how to reach amen-
tal void or altered level of consciousness.

6) Both CPand TM have the common godl of find-
ing your god-center.

Inregardtovibrations, Fr. Keating says, “As
you go to adeeper level of reality, you begin
to pick up vibrations that were there all the
timebut not perceived.” 4 Fr. Pennington also
speaksof “ ... physical vibrationsthat are
helpful.” ® (Vibrationsare common TM, New
Agelanguage.) Using mantras and reaching
amental void area so New Age, not Catholic.
Infact, reaching amental voidisdescribedin
the Catechism as an erroneous notion of
prayer (#2726).

When doestheonewho prayscrosstheline
into Hindu/Buddhist/New Age prayer ?
Inthe beginning stages of CP, theonewho
praysisstill ignoring thoughtsasthey float by.
If they are till thinking of Jesus or heavenly
things, they are till in Christian prayer. They
crossthelinewhenthey get to the point where
they bypassall thoughtsand feelings. In other
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words, thereareno thoughtsat al. Fr. Thomas
Keating saysin hisbook, Open Mind, Open
Heart, “Asyou go down deeper, you may
reach aplace wherethe sacred word disap-
pears altogether and there are no thoughts.
Thisis often experienced as a suspension of
consciousness, aspace.”® When apersonis
abletodothis, they have crossed thelineinto
Hindu/Buddhist/New Age prayer. HE IS
NO LONGER PRACTICING CHRISTIAN
PRAY ER. Fr. Keating wants hisfollowersto
let go of even devout thoughts. He says, “ The
method consists of |etting go of every thought
during the time of prayer, even the most de-
vout thoughts.”” (In Christian prayer, devout
thoughtsareimportant and desirable.) Healso
tellshisfollowerstolet al feelingsgo. Todo
this, one would have to let go of any sen-
timents of love toward Jesus, the Heavenly
Father, or the Holy Spirit.

What does Pope John Paul |1 say
about thistype of prayer?

In Cardinal Ratzinger’s booklet, Letter to
the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Some
Aspectsof Christian Meditation, he quotesthe
Pope. On p. 34, footnote |2, hewrites* Pope
John Paul |l has pointed out to the whole
Church the example and doctrine of St. Tere-
saof Avilawhoin her life had to reject the
temptation of certain methods which pro-
posed aleaving aside of the humanity of
Christ in favor of avague self-immersionin
the abyss of divinity. In a homily given on
November |, 1982, he said that the call of St.
Teresa of Jesus advocating a prayer com-
pletely centered on Christ“isvaid eveninour
day, against some methods of prayer which
are not inspired by the gospel and whichin
practicetend to set Christ asidein preference
for amental void which makesno sensein
Christianity. Any method of prayer isvalid
insofar asitisinspired by Christ and leadsto
Christ whoistheWay, the Truth, and the Life’
[(cf. John14:6). SeeHomilia Abulaehabitain
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honorem Sanctae Teresiae: AAS 75 (1983)
256-257].

What does St. Teresa of Avila say
about contemplation?

Throughout their books, Fr. Keating and
Fr. Pennington mention St. Teresa of Avila,
implying that sheisan advocate of their prayer
techniques. However, after reading her books,
| have found that her teachings on prayer are
the opposite of what Keating and Pennington
are teaching. First of all, she says that con-
templation is agift from God, and no tech-
nique can makeit happen. She saysit isusu-
ally given to people who have a deep prayer
lifeand are practicing many virtues, although
God can giveit to anyone hechooses. Shere-
peatedly insiststhat contemplationisdivine-
ly produced. She said that entering into the
prayer of quiet or that of union whenever she
wanted it “wasout of the question.” 8Shealso
said in her book, Interior Mansion, “For it to
be prayer at all, the mind must take apart in
it.” ® Cardinal Ratzinger, in hisbooklet, also
guotes St. Teresaas saying “thevery care not
to think about anything will arouse the mind
to think agreat deal”, and that the separation
of the mystery of Christ from Christian med-
itationisalwaysaform of “betrayal.”'°St.
Teresa advised her nuns to meditate or think
about the Passion of Christ asapreparationfor
contemplation. The Catechism describes con-
templation as*agazeof faith, fixed on Jesus’
(#2715). Thefocusis Jesusand the heart is
involved.

Wheat arethewarningson mind-emptying
prayer from Cardinal Ratzinger?

Christiansdabblingin Easternreligionsin
the 70s and 80s had become such a problem
that the Vatican had to respond. In 1989, Car-
dinal Ratzinger of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, put out adocument
called “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic
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Church on Some A spects of Christian Medi-
tation.” The document states, “With the pre-
sent diffusion of Eastern methods of medita-
tioninthe Christian world and in ecclesial
communities, wefind ourselvesfaced with a
pointed renewal of attempt, whichisnot free
from dangers and errors, to fuse Christian
meditationwith that whichisnon-Christian.”

Hegoesonto say, “ Still othersdo not hesitate
to place that absolute without image or con-
cepts, which is proper to Buddhist theory on
thesamelevel asthe majesty of God revealed
in Christ.” ""He saysthey abandon the Triune
God, “in favor of animmersion in theinde-
terminate abyssof thedivinity.” Then hesays
mixing Christian meditation with Eastern
techniques can lead to syncretism (the mix-
ing of religions).

IstheVatican |l statement regarding
non-Christian religions misunder stood?

Yes. Thedocumentsof Vatican |1 state”the
Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is
true and holy in non-Christian religions.” '?
The Council Fathers however, were not rec-
ommending the practice of eastern prayer
techniques. The Hindu view of God is con-
trary to Christian belief. They do not worship
aGod who is superior to them. They believe
that they become god, likearaindrop into an
ocean.

What does Fr. K eating teach about
reaching“ pureconsciousness’ ?

In hisbook, Open Mind, Open Heart, Fr.
Keating says, “ Asthe Spirit gradually takes
more and more charge of your prayer, you
may move into pure consciousness, whichis
an intuition into your True Self.”'® Then,
again, speaking of pure consciousness, he
says“Inthat state, thereisno consciousness
of self. When your ordinary faculties come
back again, there may be a sense of peaceful
delight.” 4
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What are altered levels of consciousness
and what arethedangers?

L et us ask Maharashi Yogi, the guru who
introduced TM toAmerica. Fr. Finbarr Flana
gan writesin hisarticle“ TM’sfounder, the
Maharashi Yogi, claimsthat theregular prac-
tice of TM leads beyond the ordinary experi-
ence of waking, sleeping, and dreamingto a
fourth state of consciousnesscalled “simple
awareness.” Constant practiceleadsto cosmic
consciousness, then god-consciousness, and
finally “unity consciousness.” '* The fourth
statein other booksisalso referredto as pure-
consciousness. People who have reached
thesealtered levelsof consciousness(ALC's)
describe them as a pleasant trance-like state.
Cardinal Ratzinger says, inregardtoALC's,
that these can be pleasant experiences only.
Hestates, “ Some physical exercisesautomat-
ically produce afeeling of quiet and relax-
ation, pleasing sensations, perhapseven phe-
nomenaof light and warmth, which resemble
spiritual well-being. To take such feelingsfor
the authentic consolations of the Holy Spirit
would beatotally erroneousway of conceiv-
ing the spiritual life. Giving them asymbolic
significance typical of the mystical experi-
ence, when themoral condition of the person
does not correspond to such experience,
would represent akind of mental schizophre-
niawhich could also lead to psychic distur-
bance and, at times, to moral deviations.” '¢

Clare Merkle, aformer New Age healer
and yoga practitioner, has been appearing on
EWTN network (Mother Angelica s network)
on the program, “Living His Life Abundant-
ly.” Now converted, it took her five yearsto
be freed from the effects on her involvement
inNew Age. Shegivesthiswarning: “When
we open ourselves up to foreign religious
practicesthat havetiesto the occult, we open
ourselvesup tothedemonic.” (Hinduismand
Buddhism havetiesto the occult becausethey
tap into spiritual power that isnot from the
Holy Spirit.) On her website, The Crossand
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the Veil, she exposes CPas New Age. (See
crossveil.org.) Shesaid that goingintoALC's
can be dangerous becausethey canlead to out-
of -the body experiences or hallucinations.
She said some people cannot come out of
them. In Fr. Keating'sbook, Open Mind, Open
Heart, p. 120, oneof hisfollowerscomment-
ed that he had a hard time coming out of an
AL C during Massand could not concentrate.
Fr. Keating told him, “ That isanice problem
tohave.” Fr. Amorth, whoisthe Vatican ex-
orcist, says“Yoga, Zen, and TM are unac-
ceptableto Christians. Often these apparently
innocent practices can bring about hallucin-
ations and schizophrenic conditions.” '

Can centering prayer lead to
aHindu view of God?

Yes, it can. For example, Fr. Keating stud-
ied the eastern religions, and wanted to “ de-
visean approach to Christian spirituality that
would be comparabl e to the methods of the
East.” '®However, somewherein his studies,
he appearsto have succumbed to the Hindu
view of God. Throughout his book, Open
Mind, Open Heart, herefersto God as the
Ultimate Mystery, the Ultimate Presence, and
the Source. (Thisistheway God isaddressed
by New Agers) Shirley MacLaine calls God
the Source and the Divine Energy in her book,
Going Within. In Keating'snew book, Invita-
tionto Love, he says*“thedivine energy iniit-
self isinfinite potentiality and actuality.” '° Fr.
Pennington makes similar statementsin his
book, True Self, False Self, speaking of God
astheDivineLove Energy in many places. As
Cathalics, webelievein apersonal God whom
we call our Heavenly Father. Keating also
says, “When you sit down for prayer, your
whole psyche gathersitself and meltsinto
God.” ® (Melting into god is Hindu /Bud-
dhist/New Age belief.) Catholic dogmare-
futesthispantheistic concept. “ Inthe Mass, it
issaid that we are partakers of Hisdivinity.
Yet thismust not be conceived in the panthe-

HOMILETIC & PASTORAL REVIEW



istic sense of thetransition of the soul into the
Divinity. Theinfinite distance between Cre-
ator andthe created remains.” (Fundamentals
of Catholic Dogma, Ludwig Ott, p. 256)

What other statementsdo Keating
and Pennington makethat reflect
New Age beliefs?

Inhisbook, Open Mind, Open Heart, p. 37,
Fr. Keating recommendsyogaand jogging for
relaxation. Thetruthisthat yoga (thetypethat
includes meditations) isaform of Hinduism,
and isthemost common way that New Agers
enter intoALC’s. In fact, Webster’s Dictio-
nary Library givesthisdefinition: “Yogaisa
system of Hindu philosophy, strict spiritual
discipline, practiced to gain control over the
forces of one’sown being to gain OCCULT
POWERS, but chiefly to attain unionwiththe
Deity or the Universal Spirit.”

InKesating'sbook, Invitationto Love, p125
he spesksof “ Energy Centers,” common New
Agelanguage. New Agers believe that the
body has seven energy centerscalled Chakras.
Fr. Pennington refersto energies flowing up
and down the spinal system in his book,
Awakein the Spirit, p.97. Actress Shirley
MacL aine makes a similar statement in her
book, Going Within, p.64. She also describes
theenergy inthespinal columnwhen shesits
with her back straight. Benkovic says, “Hin-
duism teaches at the base of the spineisa
trianglewhich liesinthe“Kundalini Shakti”
(Serpent Power). It isusually dormant, but
whenitisawakened, it travelsup the spineto
the top of the head, passing through six
psychic centerscalled “ charkas.” Asit passes
through achakra, onereceives psychic expe-
riences and powers. When it reaches the top
chakra, supposedly, the power to performmir-
aclesand liberationisrealized.”?

Ralph Rath saysin hisbook, Mantras, “In
aforward to the book, Kundalini Energy and
Christian Spirituality by Philip St. Romain,
Keating callskundalini “ an enormousenergy
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for good” and does not point out that uncon-
trolled kundalini can kill or drive a person
mad or that some cults use kundalini in aex-
tremely debased way.”??> He does not show
discernment here, since all spiritual power
comesfrom the Holy Spirit or the Evil One.
K eating and Pennington haveal so enthusi-
adtically endorsed the book, Meditationsonthe
Tarot, a Journey into Christian Hermeticism,
onthejacket cover. (Thetarotisaformof div-
ination, which isforbidden in Deut. 18.) Ac-
cording to Fr. Finbarr Flanagan, “Meditations
on the Tarot isamix of occult, theosophical,
alchemical, esoteric, astrological and reincar-
national ideas stirred together with Judaism,
Christianity, Islam, and Sufism in a manner
reminiscent of theworksof C.G. Jung.”%

Isthe goal of CPtofind the True Self?

Yes. All through their books, Keating and
Pennington talk about finding the True Self,
finding out who wereally are. What exactly
isthe True Self? Fr. Keating states, “ God and
our true Self are not separate. Though weare
not God, God and our true Self are the same
thing.” 2* Sincethe True Self isdescribed by
them as the human soul, how canit be the
same as God Almighty? The soul is created
by God. Fr. Pennington presentsthe sameidea
in hisbook, Awake in the Spirit, where he
speaksof our “processof deification” onp. 8l.
Theconcept of the True SdIf originatesinHin-
duism. According to Benkovic, the Hindus
believethefollowing: “ The self isnone other
than Braham or god . . . Thetrue self is God.
The“1” which | consider myself to beisin
reality the not-self. This* not-self” iscaught
inaworld of illusion, ignorance and bondage.
You must |ose your personal ego-conscious-
nessinto god. You must say | am Braham.” %
MacL aine presentsthe sameideain her book
Going Within, p.83, calling it the Higher Self.
She also claimsthat the soul isGod. There-
fore, the Hindus, MacLaine and Keating all

(continued on page 44)
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A CLOSER LOOK AT CENTERING
PRAYER
(continued from page 31)

claim that the True Self (human soul) isgod.
As Catholics and Christians, we know that
thereis no truth in this statement. We know
that the soul iscreated by God, isinferior to
God and istainted with sin. We know it will
come before God on Judgment Day.

Did the Vatican release a document
onthe New Age?

Yes. The Vatican recently rel eased the doc-
ument called “ Jesus Chrigt, the Bearer of the
Water of Life: A Christian Reflection on the
New Age.” It specifically identifiesthefol-
lowing as New Age: Zen Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, Yoga, Enneagram, Wicca, the Higher Sdif,
the True Self, ALC’s, the“god within,” and
TM (Transcendental Meditation). Many of
thesebeliefsor practiceshave madetheir way
into retreat centers, workshops, or parish pro-
grams. Good Catholics attend these events
trusting them to be good Catholic programs.
However, the Vatican document states that
these new age beliefsand practices cannot be
accepted by those who are faithful to Christ
and his Church. The document also named
some of the writerswho had the most influ-
ence on New Agers. They were Carl Jung,
Teilhard de Chardin, and Thomas Merton.

Does Fr. K eating misquote some
important scriptures?

Yes. Keating quotes Jesusassayingin Mark
8:34, “Unless you deny your inmost self and
take up the cross, you cannot bemy disciple.”
He adds aword (inmost) that is not there.
Then he says, on p. 15 of Open Mind, Open
Heart, “Denial of our inmost self includes
detachment from the habitual functioning of
our intellect and will, which are our inmost
faculties.” The meaning of thisscriptureisto
carry our crosses and deny ourselves. It has
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nothing to do with mind-emptying.

K eating al so adds two new sentencesto
LukelO:20in Invitationto Love, p.129. He
quotes Jesus as saying, “Do not get excited
about that kind of success. Anybody canwork
miracles with alittle psychic energy and the
divineassistance. What you should rgjoice over
isthat your namesarewrittenin heaven.” These
first two sentences do not exist; and Jesus
would never suggest theuse of psychic energy.

DoesFr. Keating givea strange
definition of the Eucharist?

Yes. In Open Mind, Open Heart, hesays, on
p.128, “TheEucharististhecelebration of life:
thecoming together of all themateria elements
of the cosmos, their emergence to conscious-
nessin human personsand thetransformation
of human consciousness into Divine con-
sciousness. Itisthemanifestation of theDivine
in and through the Christian community. We
receive the Eucharist in order to becomethe
Eucharist.” Aswe know, the Eucharist in not
composed of al of theelementsof theuniverse,
TheNewAgershdievethat dl isoneandal is
god. Inour Catholic faith, the Eucharististhe
body, blood, soul and divinity of our Lord,
Jesus Chrigt, and the greatest of the sacraments.
Weneed toreflect on Hebrewsl3:9, “ Do not be
carried away by dl kindsof strangeteaching.”

Summary

[) Christian prayer always involves the
mind and the heart. Even in preparation for
contemplation, St. Teresaof Avilaadvises
people to meditate or “think about” the Sor-
rowful mysteries.

2) Mind-emptying techniquesarencot Chris-
tian prayer, but rather practices of Hindus, Zen
Buddhists, and New Agers. The Pope saysthis
typeof prayer “makesno sensein Chrigtianity.”

3) Therearedangersinvolvedingoinginto
altered levelsof consciousness.

4) The True Self is not God. The human
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soul isinferior to God. Itisseparatefrom God
becauseitisstainedwithsin, anditiscreated
by God himself.

5) Involvement inthe occult practiceslist-
ed in Deuteronomy 18isgravesin.

6) Hinduism, Zen Buddhismand New Age
do not mix with Catholicism. These ancient
religionscontain grave error, and their beliefs
are contrary to the Catholic faith.

Inclosing, | would liketo say that | would
not recommend books written by Fr. Thomas
Keating or Fr. Basil Pennington. They have
demonstrated alack of discernment, and there-
forearenot reliable sourcesof information for
spiritual growth. Also, some readers are un-
awarethat they arebeing exposed to Hinduism
through these books. | agree with the Pope
when he said this type of prayer “makes no
sensein Chrigianity.” AsChrigtians, wearenot
to practicenon-Chrigtian religionsor mix them
inwith ours (syncretism). When we practice

syncretism, the line between truth and error
becomesblurred. The pleasant experiencesthat
result from thesetechniquescan gradualy start
toreplacethe sacraments, and aperson canlose
sight of God as Creator and Savior.

The Lord lovesthe Hindus, Buddhists,
Jews, Muslims, and al people. However, he
wantsus, as Chrigtians, to |ook for opportuni-
tiesto bring themtothe True Faith. If wewant
to “center,” we can center our lives on Jesus
Christ. If wewant to pray, we can think about
him during our prayer time. We can meditate
onthePassion, practicevirtues, and ask himto
take usup into authentic contempl ation oneday
if heso desires. We can remind othersthat Jesus
istheWay, the Truth, and the Life. |
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