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INTRODUCTION TO COURSE OF STUDY 

 
This Course of Study is based on Ray Leonardini’s books Finding God Within: Contemplative 
Prayer for Prisoners, Going Inside: Learning to Teach Contemplative Prayer to the Imprisoned, 
and Toxic Shame and Contemplative Prayer: From Hiding to Healing, as well as the 
documentary film Holding Still, Centering Prayer and the Spiritual Journey, and the 
supplemental short companion films found at the end of this guide. All these materials are 
designed to help lead Centering Prayer circles in prisons and are available on Prison 
Contemplative Fellowship’s website www.uspcf.org 
  
While the best place to start this Course is by watching the film Holding Still, the Course and 
short films are organized by suggested topics that are nearly inexhaustible in their depth and 
can be taught from various points of view. They have no rigorous rational order. In some 
respects, any one of the topics could be a place to start. They merely give direction and focus to 
Centering Prayer sessions and discussion.   
 
For people interested in facilitating Centering Prayer in prisons, it is important to keep in mind 

that the information provided by Prison Contemplative Fellowship (PCF) is a set of tools that 

will help facilitators structure their own approaches. Facilitators are encouraged to use the 

material in their own way. This approach also allows inmates to use these tools as guidelines or 

a structure within which to transform the practice on their own terms. 

It is the goal of PCF to provide resources and materials, in addition to this Course of Study, to 
encourage more individuals and organizations to develop Centering Prayer practices in prisons. 
 
These materials, including many of the readings listed here, can be found on PCF’s website at 

www.uspcf.org. 

  

http://www.uspcf.org/
http://www.uspcf.org/
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THE FILM 
 

HOLDING STILL, CENTERING PRAYER AND THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY 
A Documentary Film Produced by Prison Contemplative Fellowship 

 
When the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet* (CSJ) Institute of Mt. St. 
Mary’s University conducted a series of interviews with people involved in social justice issues, 
they asked Ray Leonardini, Founder and Director of Prison Contemplative Fellowship, to 
participate.  
 
Mary Trunk, a Professor at Mt. St. Mary’s, and co-producer of the CSJ Oral History Project was 
introduced to Ray who told her about the work of PCF. Mary was moved and intrigued by Ray’s 
story and agreed to help Ray produce a film about Centering Prayer in prisons. 
 
Holding Still is the result of Ray, Mary, the film’s editor Caren McCaleb, and the compelling men 
in the film, coming together to produce a riveting, candid, and insightful short documentary 
about Centering Prayer while incarcerated at Folsom State Prison. The film focuses on a diverse 
group of men who speak candidly about their years-long journey practicing Centering Prayer 
while serving time. The men in the film speak personally and honestly, with the intention of 
bringing this practice to other incarcerated men and women, knowing the power of the practice 
to heal trauma and transform toxic shame.  
 
*To learn more about the Sisters of Saint Joseph Carondelet’s justice work priorities, visit 
https://csjcarondelet.org/justice/ 

 
 

 

 

HOLDING STILL, CENTERING PRAYER AND THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY 
Click on image to play film 

 

 

https://csjcarondelet.org/justice/
https://youtu.be/CXsPY56x1Wk
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FINDING GOD WITHIN 
THE METHOD OF CENTERING PRAYER 

 

 
 

“Okay this is the way the practice is supposed to work. Sit in a comfortable position, and just 
letting thoughts go in your mind. And you’re not paying attention, I mean the thoughts are 
trying to get your attention, but your thing is just to listen to God. So God is the silence in 

between the thoughts.” – Lawrence 

 

What is Centering Prayer and How Does One Do It? 
 

Most people understand “prayer” to be asking God for various favors—health, safety, 
forgiveness, wisdom. We learn to pray at an early age. The only real question as we grow older 
is: why doesn't God answer my prayers? So frequently people simply stop praying and hope for 
the best.  
 
Centering Prayer is an entirely different approach to prayer. This type of prayer is based on God 
speaking to us, and all the techniques of this prayer focus on learning to listen to God's original 
language—silence! This type of Centering Prayer is often called meditation and is the type of 
prayer practiced in monasteries around the world. 
 
In Centering Prayer, in listening to the silence, we learn that we cannot stop thoughts, or 
feelings, from coming up. Yet we also learn not to be surprised by our thoughts or intense 
feelings. We don’t resist them. Instead, we acknowledge our thoughts and move away from 
them. In this way, we let ourselves off the hook of negative self-judgment. We begin to realize 
that we are not as badly off as we sometimes feel, or as some people tell us we are. We learn 
we are not our thoughts. We notice a space between our thoughts and choices for action. 
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The Basic Principles of Centering Prayer: 
 

• Opening to the divine presence within, assuming a “disposition” or attitude of consent, 
consent to God’s presence and action in your life; 

• Waiting in hope, trusting ourselves to God in the present moment. We are reminded of 
the Prodigal Son accepting that the Father is "waiting". This results in a surrender of the 
self, a posture of receptive waiting; 

• Transformation, or the automatic dismantling of the false self. By our listening, we 
recognize the phony choices we have made over the years. This is the part of ourselves 
we call the false self. This recognition brings about change. 

 
The Method of Centering Prayer: 

 

• Sacred Word. Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God's 
presence and action within. When we stray from our intent to listen, we return to our 
Sacred Word. 

• Posture. Sit comfortably, with eyes closed, settle, and silently introduce the sacred word 
as a symbol of consent. 

• Thoughts. When engaged with thoughts (feelings, images, reflections, body sensations) 
return ever-so-gently to the sacred word. Even new insights into our spiritual journey 
are considered “thoughts” during Centering Prayer. Let them go. Think of the four "Rs". 
Resist no thought—thoughts last about two minutes and arise spontaneously. Retain no 
thoughts—be willing to commit to the process of Centering Prayer. React to no 
thoughts—move away from internal commentary engaging the imagination. Return to 
the sacred word. 

• No analysis. At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence, with eyes closed for a 
few minutes. 

 
 

What Happens When You Start To Do Centering Prayer? 
 

"Listening to God" turns out to be an extremely rewarding personal enterprise. By trying to hold 
still we learn that God wants to communicate all sorts of things to us that we otherwise would 
not know. At the core, God wants to develop a friendship with us. The friendship of a wise and 
loving Mentor, a trusted Friend who always counsels us toward the right path. This is an 
entirely new relationship with God for most people. This relationship is both deeply rewarding 
and personally challenging. 
 
As the learning process deepens, we begin to unearth parts of ourselves otherwise unknown 
and avoided—particularly those parts of ourselves we would prefer not to know—our deeper 
fears, resentments, anger, jealousies, and the like. As a result, through the techniques and 
effects of this type of Prayer, God becomes a Divine Therapist who knows us intimately, loves 
us unconditionally, and offers us a better way to live.  



7 
 

 
SUGGESTED READINGS:  
 
Cynthia Bourgeault, Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening, Cowley Publications, 2004, Part I, 
The Method of Centering Prayer, pp. 3-53. 
 
Thomas Keating, Open Mind Open Heart, 20th Anniversary Edition, Bloomsbury Continuum, 
2006, pp. 18-114, pg. 120, pg. 175. First published by the Continuum Publishing Group, 1986, 
1992, St. Benedict’s Monastery. 
 
Ray Leonardini, Finding God Within, Contemplative Prayer For Prisoners, Introduction, pp. 1-2; 

Centering Prayer Requires Our Consent, Neither Resist Nor Retain Any Thoughts, What Happens 

During Centering Prayer? and Engaging the Silence, pp. 19-28; Silence and the Absence of 

Noise, pp. 17-18. 

Ray Leonardini, Going Inside, Learning to Teach Contemplative Prayer to the Imprisoned, 
Unconscious Images of God, pp. 34-36; A Hedge on Discouragement, pp. 39-40. 
 
Ray Leonardini, What No Bars Can Hold, from Oneing, An Alternative Orthodoxy, Vol. 4, No. 2, a 
publication of the Center for Action and Contemplation, describes Ray Leonardini’s personal 
experience with Centering Prayer with prison inmates. 

 
Locked Up and Free, booklet produced by Prison Contemplative Fellowship and Contemplative 

Outreach, an informational piece inviting beginners who are not familiar with Centering Prayer. 
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THE DIFFICULT EMOTIONS 
 

“You know everybody on my mom’s side of the family would talk garbage about my 
dad in front of me, you know call him a loser, a deadbeat, he’s no good, and they 
would use a lot of cuss words when they said it, and then every time I got in trouble 
they’d tell me I was just like my dad. So all those things coupled together, so yeah I 
feel shame, not only for the things that happened to me but for the things I’ve done 
as well.” – Greg, former inmate of Folsom Prison. 
 

 

 

 

Dealing With the Difficult Emotions: Trauma 
 

As we practice Centering Prayer and venture further into this unique type of spiritual journey, 
we become familiar with our “false selves.” Our false selves are developed when the instinctual 
and emotional needs in infancy and childhood such as affection and unconditional love, things 
crucial to our survival, are withdrawn or taken away.  
 
What develops are feelings of inferiority and lack of self-worth, and as a result, we develop our 
own means of survival. Our false selves become the sum of all the roles we play, all the self-
images we try on, all the ways we try to please others and ourselves to survive. By practicing 
Centering Prayer, we can more easily see that our responses to the mandates of our false selves 
have not been terribly successful.  
 
When practicing Centering Prayer, eventually, ever so subtly and gradually, our worldview 
starts to change. We realize deep in our gut that even though we are incapable of changing 
what seems to be our deepest selves, to a great degree it does not make any difference. We are 
like the Prodigal Son who realizes that even though he has made one mistake after another, he 
is still better off in his father’s house. This realization is the threshold of appreciating our True 
Selves. Our pursuit of intimacy with God is coming into view. 
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Unlike the “false self” with its feigned certainty and stubbornness, the true self is barely 
recognizable. Its features are gentleness and humility. It can acknowledge the shadow part of 
ourselves, with some resignation and surrender, while opening to a new reality. Somehow from 
this point of view, it does not matter what falsities we live by, or what deeply embarrassing 
shadows we carry with us. In this True Self we know we are loved, as one wise person said, “not 
because we are good but because God is good” and will always be there for us.  
 
This subtle, gentle self-acceptance, the result of our desire for intimacy with God, allows us to 
affirm that there is a part of us that is beyond our ego, beyond our shadow with all its critical 
judgments and put-downs. This part is uniquely ours and comes to us because the capacity to 
realize our True Selves is deeply implanted in our soul. It is God’s great gift. It is who we are and 
who we are meant to be: a true child of God, loved unconditionally and intimately.  
  

Do I Have a Right to Exist? Toxic Shame as the Master Dark Emotion 
 

 
 
Guilt is the feeling we have when we have done something we consider to be wrong. Shame is 
how we feel about who we are because of what we have done. Toxic shame is in a different 
category. 
 
Toxic shame is not the rightful shame we feel when we know we have done something wrong. 
Rather, it is the unconscious shame that hides in our deep psyches. This shame says: I am 
wrong. It is called toxic shame because it functions as a silent master emotion that 
unconsciously, and beyond the reach of ordinary awareness, seeps into and poisons every 
feeling we have about ourselves. Toxic shame is so dangerous to the psyche that it effectively 
cuts us off from the deepest parts of ourselves where we encounter God. 
 
When we have been lured or pressured into encounters that leave us ashamed, many of us do 
not recognize our own relative innocence and cannot give ourselves the benefit of the doubt. 
Shame disables and distorts a healthy, balanced view of ourselves. The strategies we devise for 
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protecting ourselves from the pain of toxic shame are a core factor in the development of a 
false self as we try to avoid the overwhelming feeling of shame at any cost.  
 
As a result, incarcerated people, like the rest of us, do not know how to access their own 
spiritual healing powers. As toxic shame is more deeply internalized, it becomes the driving 
force behind an increasing sense of isolation and abandonment and an obstacle to human 
intimacy, as well as a block in Centering Prayer practice, the major goal of which is intimacy 
with God.  
 
Daily life in prisons and jails requires vigilance and self-protection for survival, so uncovering 
toxic shame in a group context requires facing difficult emotions. Delving into deeply buried 
matters of personal history to get to the source of toxic shame is a messy, confusing, and 
discouraging experience. Acknowledging it openly can seem nearly impossible. Yet sequestered 
in the deep unconscious, and protected by well-developed defense mechanisms, toxic shame 
continues to poison a person’s sense of self while controlling motives and actions. Uncovering 
toxic shame in the context of Centering Prayer offers existential hope and healing beyond any 
reasonable expectation. 
 
Often if only one person in the group has the courage to talk about such early childhood 
experiences, it gives permission to everyone in the group. Getting to this place where we can 
peer into the depths of ourselves, starts with this willingness to open ourselves up, to go 
through our personal experiences of shame. We have to experience the thing we most wish not 
to experience even as we come to see that to flee is even worse. The gift of Centering Prayer is 
the capacity to witness the raw parts of ourselves without judgment and self-loathing. 
Centering Prayer offers a near-miraculous antidote to toxic shame. When toxic shame is 
allowed into the consciousness in the safe context of a Centering Prayer circle, it can facilitate 
remarkable transformation and newfound personal freedom. As former inmate Lawrence tells 
us, “This practice is so transformational for me because what happens is it allows me to 
connect with something that I believe is the core of every person. I haven’t found anyone that 
went through this Centering Prayer that did not connect in some kind of way with that core 
essence. And what we find out is that core essence is God’s acceptance, unconditional love and 
God’s understanding for whatever has happened in your life. All the horrible things that have 
happened, maybe that you did yourself, they would just pull you away, but when you’re able 
just to sit there and as God heals it, you start realizing that you know what? I’m not really that 
bad of a person. Regardless of anything, God actually loves me and you can feel that love . . . 
but it’s even more than love . . . it’s just a feeling of total acceptance and appreciation for you 
as a being.” 
 
SUGGESTED READINGS: 

Gerald May, Will and Spirit, a Contemplative Psychology, 1982, HarperSanFrancisco, Chapter 8: Tension, 
Attention, and Attachment. 
 
Thomas Keating, Invitation to Love, the Way of Christian Contemplation, 1992, Bloomsbury Academic, 
Chapter 3, The Afflictive Emotions. 
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Finding God Within, Contemplative Prayer for Prisoners. See especially the sections Our Human 
Condition: The False Self, What is This False Self and Where Did It Come From? Centering Prayer 
Unravels the “Homemade” False Self, The Release of Pain: The Way to Live the Divine Plan, and 
Our True Self: God’s Tattoo, pp. 29-40; Shame: From Hiding to Healing, pp. 73-77; and Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): The Deep Response, pp. 71-72. 
 
Toxic Shame and Contemplative Prayer, From Hiding to Healing, The Soul Slayer, Experiencing 
Toxic Shame, Recognizing Toxic Shame, pp. 1-10; Crossing the Great Divide, pp. 13-14; Build a 
Home for Your Shame, pp. 25-26. 
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FINDING GOD WITHIN 
 

 
 

“I love myself who I am today, and making peace with myself I think it helps me make 
peace with other people.” – Man in Folsom Prison Centering Prayer Circle 
  
“Each and every one of these guys in here is going through a struggle that I thought 
that I was the only one that was going through it. It just like opened my eyes as in 
you’re not alone.” – Man in Folsom Prison Centering Prayer Circle 
 

Those of us who succeed in consistently practicing Centering Prayer, often sitting and enduring 
painful memories, learn over time that we are more than our false or shadow selves. We learn 
to trust that there are other, deeper parts of ourselves that give us the courage to face our 
shame and fear. Slowly and gradually this trust emerges as an experience—maybe the Divine 
does actually love me after all? This is the draw of Centering Prayer that invites us to a 
profound freedom that is totally our own, not based on opinions or judgments from others. 
This is the lasting gift of a Centering Prayer practice. 
 
The practice of Centering Prayer gives us the ability to acknowledge our thoughts, memories, 
and feelings about ourselves, but also to pause and not judge ourselves. By pausing we have 
time to reflect and not react. In this way we honor and respect who we are, we allow ourselves 
the opportunity to decide how we are going to relate to ourselves and to others.  
 
For those who practice Centering Prayer, learning to be compassionate with oneself expands to 
compassion for others. This is perhaps one of the most rewarding experiences, especially for 
those who facilitate Centering Prayer in prisons. Witnessing prisoners moving from a view of 
God and themselves previously built on shame and guilt to one of envisioning God as the Father 
of the Prodigal Son, discovering compassion inside themselves and others, we learn to 
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recognize the changes in our own spirituality. For prisoners as well as ourselves, we discover 
compassion has become available from the spaciousness of our Centering Prayer practice. 
Seeing how prisoners’ reflections of love of the Father changes our basic notions of how God 
works.  
 
SUGGESTED READINGS: 

Finding God Within, The Seeds of Peace, pp. 48-50; We Are Not Our Thoughts, pp. 53-54 

 “The Sound of the Genuine”, Rev. Dr. Howard Thurman, Baccalaureate Address to Spelman 

College, May 4, 1980. Available courtesy of University of Indianapolis’s Crossing Reflections 

Series, #4: https://www.uindy.edu/eip/files/reflection4.pdf 

Ray Leonardini, What No Bars Can Hold, from Oneing, An Alternative Orthodoxy, Vol. 4, No. 2, a 
publication of the Center for Action and Contemplation, describes Ray Leonardini’s personal 
experience with Centering Prayer with prison inmates. 
  

https://www.uindy.edu/eip/files/reflection4.pdf
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SUPPLEMENTAL COMPANION FILMS 
As mentioned in the Introduction, this Course of Study and the short companion films are 
organized by suggested topics that are nearly inexhaustible in their depth and can be taught 
from various points of view. They have no rigorous rational order; however, so that Centering 
Prayer and its benefits make clear sense, especially if you are new to the practice of Centering 
Prayer and its facilitation, we have organized the films into five sections and suggest you begin 
by viewing them in this order. 
 

1. The Documentary Film Holding Still 
2. Central Aspects of Centering Prayer 
3. Concurrent Aspects of Centering Prayer 
4. For Facilitators 
5. More Background 

 

Documentary Film Runtime Audience  
Holding Still 
Centering Prayer and 
the Spiritual Journey 

22:25 Public 

  
HOLDING STILL 

Click on image to play film 

 

Central Aspects of 
Centering Prayer 

Runtime Audience  

What Happens in 
Centering Prayer 
 

9:32 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
WHAT HAPPENS IN CENTERING PRAYER 

Click on image to play video 

Our Honest Notions 
of God 
 
 

10:33 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
OUR HONEST NOTIONS OF GOD 

Click on image to play video 

https://youtu.be/CXsPY56x1Wk
https://youtu.be/cPnMmY6clZI
https://youtu.be/OCLLTdQiNeg
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Toxic Shame 
“I Am a Mistake” 

10:09 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
TOXIC SHAME  

“I Am a Mistake” 
Click on image to play video 

Concurrent Aspects 
of Centering Prayer 

Runtime Audience  

Flawed and Needy 
The Worst Role 
Models 
 

6:58 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
FLAWED AND NEEDY 

The Worst Role Models 
Click on image to play video 

I Am More 
 

4:09 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
I AM MORE 

Click on image to play video 
A Lifelong Presence 
 

2:22 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
A LIFELONG PRESENCE 

Click on image to play video 

The Ultimate 
Mystery 
 

3:56 Facilitators and 
Prisoners 

 
THE ULTIMATE MYSTERY 

Click on image to play video 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=clbywXm5WXE
https://youtu.be/80mSjVcGLEE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7kHmizM5vbw
https://youtu.be/2RDrDecTnUw
https://youtu.be/RRKv0RIfQV8
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For Facilitators Runtime Audience  

A Centering Prayer 
Session 
 
 

4:34 Facilitators 

 
A CENTERING PRAYER SESSION 

Click on image to play video 

A Centering Prayer 
Discussion Group 
 
 

20:45 Facilitators 

 
A CENTERING PRAYER DISCUSSION GROUP 

Click on image to play video 

One Facilitator’s 
Method 
 

9:56 Facilitators 

 
ONE FACILITATOR’S METHOD 
Click on image to play video 

Centering Prayer 
Getting Comfortable 
with the Silence 

8:46 Facilitators 

 
CENTERING PRAYER 

Getting Comfortable With the Silence 
Click on image to play video 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://youtu.be/8IFnpLpiqNI
https://youtu.be/PV89GdO8uy4
https://youtu.be/JPr5oNbAesw
https://youtu.be/EmPYX47nbwU
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More Background Runtime Audience  

Healing the Core 
Wounds 
 

7:01 Public 

 
HEALING THE CORE WOUNDS 
Click on image to play video 

The Folsom 
Gardener 
 

6:41 Public 

 
THE FOLSOM GARDENER 

Click on image to play video 
 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqcN2KqmADc
https://youtu.be/5Wu589CYAU4
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RESOURCES FOR PRISONERS, CHAPLAINS, VOLUNTEERS 

 
Human Kindness Foundation 
P.O. Box 61619 
Durham, North Carolina 27715 
919-383-5160 
https://humankindness.org/ 
 
For over 50 years, Human Kindness Foundation has responded to the spiritual needs of 
incarcerated people with free books, newsletters, and personal correspondence. HKF serves 
tens of thousands of inmates in North America.  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Contemplative Outreach Prison Outreach Service Team 
1560 Union Valley Road, #909 
West Milford, New Jersey 07480 
973-838-3384 
https://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/prison-outreach-homepage/ 
centering@cpprisonoutreach.org 

  
Contemplative Outreach is a spiritual network of individuals and small faith communities 
committed to living the contemplative dimension of the Gospel. The common desire for divine 
transformation, primarily expressed through a commitment to a daily Centering Prayer 
practice, unites CO’s international, interdenominational community, which was co-founded by 
Thomas Keating in 1984. The mission of CO’s Prison Outreach Service Team (COPOST) is to 
accompany and provide resources to those affected by incarceration as they learn and practice 
Centering Prayer, as well as to support volunteers, both inside and outside locked facilities, who 
are called to engage in this activity, that together we may share in the process of divine 
transformation.  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Center for Action and Contemplation 
1705 Five Points Road SW 
Albuquerque, New Mexico 87105 
https://cac.org/ 
 
The Center for Action and Contemplation (CAC) is an educational nonprofit introducing seekers 
to the contemplative Christian path of transformation. Franciscan Richard Rohr founded CAC in 
1987 because he saw a deep need for the integration of both action and contemplation—the 
two are inseparable. As Father Richard likes to say, the most important word in the Center’s 

https://humankindness.org/
https://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/prison-outreach-homepage/
mailto:centering@cpprisonoutreach.org
https://cac.org/
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name is neither Action nor Contemplation, but the word and. CAC’s programs and resources 
are designed to help deepen prayer practice and strengthen compassionate engagement in the 
world.  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Edgar Cayce’s A.R.E. (Association for Research and Enlightenment) 
215 67th Street 
Virginia Beach, Virginia 23451 
800-333-4499 (toll free) 
757-428-3588 (local) 
https://www.edgarcayce.org/ 
 
Edgar Cayce’s Prison Program was established in 1972 as the “Over the Wall” Prison Program. 
Over the Wall provides free books and materials focusing on meditation, mentorship, and small 
group work and has served over 36,000 men and women in nearly 4,000 prisons and jails 
around the world.  
 
 
 

 
 

 

https://www.edgarcayce.org/

