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Dear Friends of Contemplative Outreach Ireland

Thomas Keating in his book Consenting to God as God Is  says  “There are many ways of 
serving in the organism of Contemplative Outreach. One of the things we need most is 
good facilitators. That is to say, people who can lead a small group, have a sense of where 
the group is and what the situation might require next. A leader in the Body of Christ is a 
servant. It does not matter so much what we do. What matters is that we do what we feel 
an attraction to do, which other people confirm by urging us to do it and supporting us in 
our work.” 

Over the past number of years, throughout the whole of Ireland, we are seeing an increasing 
number of small groups of individuals coming together to pray Centering Prayer. The 
facilitators of these groups encourage and support individuals on a weekly basis. Like the 
rest of us, the facilitators take on this role because of their love of this way of prayer. The 
fruits of their commitment and prayer are evident throughout the country.

 As a Core team we recognise this continuing gentle growth and the importance of 
supporting groups and individuals by providing Introductory Workshops into the method 
of Centering Prayer and hosting 8 Day retreats, weekend retreats and Days of Reflection. Our 
Servant Leadership Training, held annually, allows more individuals to give Introductory 
workshops around the country. We continue to support individuals and groups through our 
website and Gmail as we all partake in this beautiful journey of deepening our relationship 
with God through praying Centering Prayer. 

This November we have the wonderful privilege of having Pat Johnson, from St Benedict’s 
Retreat House, Snowmass, Colorado with us. Pat is the current CEO of Contemplative 
Outreach in the US and   has been involved with Contemplative Outreach Ireland from 
the beginning, being a constant support and mentor over the years. Pat, along with her 
husband Bob, will facilitate our 8 Day Post Intensive retreat and also facilitate a Day of 
Reflection.  

From all of us on the Core Team, wishing you every blessing.                     

John, Kathleen, Rev Alan, Niamh, Fr Tom and Eileen.  
The Core Team of Contemplative Outreach Ireland.

A Message from Snowmass, Colorado
Beloved Irish family,

We are alive and functioning in both exciting and challenging times for our global family.  
Centering Prayer connects us all in a way that resounds in our heartbeat.  Because of it, 
we are leaving a culture of competition and entering a global culture of collaboration, 
communication, and community.  We are not at all separate from one another, even 
with the Atlantic between us.  On a recent staff call, Fionnuala Quinn mentioned the 
powerful impact of Thomas Keating’s new writing of the Theological Principles on 
persons she is working with.  He has recognized the power of language and has used it to 
voice EXPANSION in our new way of viewing our global community.  We are no longer 
going vertically; we are opening our arms in a huge embrace and expanding.  This is 
so incredibly necessary in these times on our planet if we are going to have a planet to 
come back to.  Welcome welcome welcome.  God willing, we will see and be with you in 
November.  

Love and blessings, Pat Johnson.

Personal Experience of Centering Prayer and its Effects in My Life

Sr. Fionnuala Quinn

Centering Prayer, as we all know, is a prayer of the heart, a prayer of faith, a prayer of 
simplicity, a prayer that is organic, always in movement, although the movement is 
unmeasurable, going neither up or down, back or forth. 

Centering Prayer has been the avenue for me into greater silence. Silence is what has 
me sit each day, in fact, twice a day for many years. The reason I sit is to enter into the 
mystery of God. 

At times God is aloof, I don’t know why I am ‘doing’ it. Sitting is an act of faith in God’s 
presence, not the felt presence of God.

Silence in our world today, is anti-cultural. We are bombarded by noise, the news, 
entertainment, music, our own personal sound tracks.  We have nonstop access to more 
varied media than ever before. Lawrence Freeman, of Christian Meditation, says, “we have 
spent centuries mapping the outer world and thinking about God, but we don’t take a 
break to actually be with God”. 

Silence as an experience is the indispensable path to the Divine Indwelling. For 
thousands of year’s seekers have yearned to encounter something beyond the seeing 
world and so have developed practices of silence. One obvious question is, what have 
seekers found in the experience of silence? What have you found and what might you 
find over the years as you continue the spiritual journey? 

I have found a depth of interiority, I have found ‘being at home’ with myself easy to take! 
Silence has slowed me down in a good sense. To have a profound experience of God, 
silence is the best possible course. 

In Open Mind, Open Heart, Thomas Keating, says “Interior silence is one of the most 
strengthening and affirming of human experiences. There is nothing more affirming, in 
fact, than the experience of God’s existence.  That revelation says as nothing else can, 
“You are a good person. I created you and I love you.” Divine love brings us into being in 
the fullest sense of the word. It heals the negative feelings we have about ourselves.”

Our world today is in need of tremendous healing for the violence we witness around the 
globe and on our own streets. I know when I sit in silence, I join by intention, with all who 
pray for global peace, and so my small world is really very large. I invite you to join me. 

Fionnuala Quinn O.P.  International Co-ordinator of Contemplative Outreach.

A Word from Thomas Keating
Just to be, just to do -- these are the two great gifts of God, the foundation of every other 
gift. We need to return to these two great capacities again and again and cultivate them. 
The events of daily life need to be placed in perspective by a deep sense of prayer, by 
learning how to be before God. Then,

as reality comes in upon us, we will perceive each 
event as the working of the Holy Spirit, 
carefully designed for our particular needs. ...

If we want to be anything other than what God has made us to be, we are wasting our time. 
... The greatest accomplishment in life is to be what we are ... and no ideas of ours will ever 
change it. Accepting that gift is God’s will for us, and in in its acceptance lies the path to 
growth and ultimate fulfillment.”

Thomas Keating 
“Humility of Heart,”  The Heart of the World
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So when I look back on my life it seems like I only had one family, teaching me little by 
little some aspect of Contemplation, and showing me that as Thomas Keating says 
“Contemplation creates Community.”

At present I have few contacts with CP groups, but whenever I have I just dive in and feel 
as though I could sit there for ever. Strangers become friends in the twinkling of an eye...
Or more exactly there are no strangers when people come together for Contemplative 
prayer. The truth of the following words of Thomas Keating becomes evident :

“As we sit in silence, we realise our oneness with others, not only with those with whom we 
pray, but with everyone on earth - past, present , and to come. What is deepest in them, 
their oneness with the Divine presence, resonates with what is deepest in us. Hence, their 
joys, their trials, and their openness to God are part of us.”                                                                       

What I notice in myself now is the dispertion of shyness and a willingness to relate to others, 
even if it’s without words. Just as my soul is open to God, so it is open to others, and the 
spiritual gifts I receive go beyond all telling.

Blessed be God for His faithful servants like Fr. Thomas Keating, Bishop Brendan Comiskey, 
Fr. Tommy Brennan, Pat and Bob Johnson who have taught us how to pray by being empty.

Blessed are all those who engage on the path of Contemplative prayer. It is so true that 
every person that God puts on our path becomes our way to the fulfilment we seek.

So now I am thinking ahead to my fifth Family : Paradise??

Thomas Keating says “Mary Magdalen was so rooted in the experience of Divine Union 
that the Garden of Paradise was inside her, and she would never leave it”.

In some strange way I feel that Paradise is inside me too. I can almost hear JESUS saying:

“With my coming a Wedding has started!”

The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come”.

I think my fifth Family will be when God is ALL in all.

Growing as a Contemplative Family
Sr. Dolores O’Brien

My Families

First I belonged to a natural family, in a village in Ireland. Then to a Boarding School family, 
in the care of the Sisters of Mercy. After that I became part of a Religious Family, 

as a Sister. From there I found a fourth family : Contemplative Outreach .

In my first family I was shown how to observe nature. I fell 
in love with the Heron, a bird who can stand on one leg for 

hours on end and simply wait. My Dad said it was   waiting 
for a fish to eat, but I always thought that bird was showing 
me how to wait for God, in sheer stillness.  

In my second family I heard a word of God in Irish one 
feast of St. Patrick: This was the word: “Leave your country 

and your Father’s house and go...”  

Gen. 12. 1.

It is a word of God to Abraham. St. Paul says of him : “Abraham 
set off without knowing where he was going.”

My third family taught me with unending patience, to cling close to the Body 
of Jesus in Adoration, and indeed to “become what I receive”. That is to become JESUS for 
others, according to what St. Teresa of Avila says:

“Christ has no body now but yours

No hands, no feet on earth but yours.

 Yours are the eyes with which he looks compassion on this world.

Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good,

Yours are the hands with which he blesses all the world.”

My fourth family persuaded me of this truth: The way to DO is to BE.

4 5



I am the clay in the Potter’s Hand

“God loves me!” Father Tom began our 8-day silent retreat with Pope Francis’s request to 
Christians to reflect on this, and so we entered into silence at Mount St. Anne’s.

John is my name and I am an Alcoholic and a recovering Catholic. I grew up in Dublin 
in the 60’s and 70’s not with the words “God loves me”, but rather “God is watching you!” 
Yes, God is watching every move you make and it’s not looking good. So began my 
cultural upbringing of school, church and society. Walking along a razor blade all day was 
exhausting. Caught between wanting to do the right thing and stealing Jam Tarts out of 
the Baker’s van because I was hungry, the latter always won the day. Having my first drink 
of alcohol on the day of my Confirmation with my friend Eamon, it seemed I was always 
attracted to the forbidden fruit, the excitement and drama of pushing the boundaries to 
the limits.  “God loves me” - “I don’t think so.” “God is watching you” I heard, and so began 
my journey into Agnosticism and Alcoholism.

 I arrived in Alcoholics Anonymous at the age of 29 mentally, physically and spiritually 
bankrupt. One day at a time, I have not had a drink since. That was over 32 years ago. In 
the beginning, not drinking was enough. The obsession was removed, sleep returned and 
I  began to find moments of peace. Life took on a new meaning. I physically bounced back 
quickly. My career took off. On the outside, lots had changed, on the inside the same old 
attraction to excitement and drama was playing havoc. 6 years without a drink I hit an 
emotional bottom and only then I became willing to recover and change.

Recovering something, suggests it has been covered over, buried or lost. So it was with my 
faith.  Through the steps of AA, I began to uncover and remove the wreckage of the past, 
make amends as best I could. I had been sorry all my life but that was as far as it got for me. 

I learned in AA to be sorry for my past behaviour but also to admit I was wrong and right 
that wrong where possible. I began seriously looking at my faith. I found this very difficult. 
I prayed and began reading spiritual literature.  I tried meditation but could not sit still for 
30 seconds. The tsunami of the past came rushing in and with it came shame, remorse and 
guilt. I became a doer to avoid having to sit and embrace the dark side of my character. 
Stay busy and avoid the discomfort. Pray and hope for the best. 

One evening a member arrived at my home group and 
we had a coffee afterwards. He shared with me 

how he began meditating and gave me a DVD 
on Centering Prayer. It was from a Trappist 

Monk Thomas Keating. Thank God, I remain 
teachable. I cannot begin to describe 
my journey with Centering Prayer. The 
consent to be transformed by God by 
sitting in silence for twenty minutes 
twice a day has truly transformed my 
life.  

This is my third 8 day silent retreat at Mount 

St. Anne’s. Days of solitude and silence, of walks, awareness, and 
gratitude. Having Kathleen and Fr. Tom there for me to check in 
with every couple of days was hugely beneficial. 

To summarize my 8 days, I see myself as the clay in the potter’s hand. 
Each time I sit in silence, I’m consenting to be transformed, to remove 
whatever Gods sees fit and it is always about removing -+ old beliefs, character defects, 
shortcomings. What remains is a peace and a new belief that “GOD DOES LOVE ME”. To 
have the privilege to sit 6 times a day with my peers in silence and experience the power 
of the group is truly something special.

My thanks again to the staff at Mount St. Anne’s for the dignity and respect afforded our 
group and the excellent food served in silence.

NO GOD NO PEACE 
KNOW GOD KNOW PEACE 
John 

Our International Family – A Message from Brittany

I went last November to a retreat in Ballyvalloo for a week and it was great.

I found peace of mind there and a lot of things to share with people I met for the first 
time, above all this kind of precious love for Silence, this true Silence, devoid of anything 
even of any noise which could remember us. It is Silence, and as a woman of our group 
told us, Silence where you can hear the work of God in Nature, just in front of us - woods, 
sea, grass - God always working.

We oftentimes forget this aspect of ourselves and things around us and sometimes we 
are surprised by events going on the world stage, as though they were not prepared in 
this Silence.

So it was delightful to be among you, part of us, people who stayed 4 hours a day in 
Silence, and we got our reward, just as we went through it with pleasure, joy and sanctity.

This is my testimony of how good and of great benefit are those retreats with COI Ireland.

Unfortunately I miss the next retreat in November, since it is fully booked (waiting list) as 
facilitators from Snowmass (Colorado) are coming to Ireland ; how lucky they are, I hope 
they know it.

Blessings from France, South Brittany

Charles Nedjar

6 7



 God is Love: A Journey into the Heart of All Creation

Sun shining through the New England Fall

Centrepiece, where we met 
 for prayer each day

View from Garrison Institute of the Hudson River

Variety of leaf colour

Beauty of Creation

In mid-November 2016, Lesley O’Connor, 
Fionnuala Quinn O.P., Suzanne Ryder and Freda 
Kenny  joined ninety other retreatants at the 
Garrison Institute, New York, for a six-day, silent 
retreat  during which ‘God is Love: The Heart of 
All Creation’ was launched. 

This is Thomas Keating’s most recent series and 
it deals with the following themes: cosmology; 
human evolution; Christ, evolution and all 
creation; unity consciousness; playing with 
God; silence and centering prayer; surrendering 
to Love.  Throughout the week, in the midst 
of deep silence and centering prayer, we were 
introduced to each theme, in turn.

Science and Spirituality -
toward integration:
Keating’s teachings offer us a view of reality 
that integrates the sciences, religion and 
humankind’s place in the cosmos as divine 
in origin, unifying in purpose, unfolding in 
its grandeur. The insights of science reveal 
that creation is not a one-time event but is 
continuous and ongoing, that every element in 
creation is interconnected and interdependent, 
that everything in the universe from the 
infinitesimal to infinitude is a revelation of God. 

New Thrust in Evolutionary Theory
While evolution of the physical world 
continues, the new thrust or focus of 
evolution is on the human being and 
its capacity for wholeness: Evolutionary 
development as God’s way of creating, 
suggests that the divine plan is moving 
humans….to higher states of consciousness 
and the capacity to see God in everything  
and to respond to God in every situation 
according to God’s will.

Role of Religion in Contemporary World
Keating asks what the role of religion is in the 
contemporary world. Aged 94, and  after a life-time 
as a Trappist monk, Thomas Keating  still believes 
that the development of the spiritual life is the 
most important thing there is to do in life and it 
doesn’t just mean our salvation or our healing 
or our wholeness or our redemption……rather 
the healing of the whole human condition…. 
That would involve moving from the level of 
infantile consciousness to self- reflective, religious 
consciousness and the possibility of knowing God 
at ever-deepening levels of consciousness. 

Summary
Keating’s belief, based on the insights of 
the new science and of Scripture is that, 
as humans, we are now being called 
to spiritual evolution, where prayer is 
intended to be transformational, where 
lives are dedicated to God in community, 
where we become manifestations of 
God and where all are united in a single 
consciousness: That they may All be One.
Text: Freda Kenny rsm
Photographs: Suzanne Ryder rsm
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Advent had crept up once more – where had the year gone? – and it was time for our annual 
Centring Prayer Advent Retreat at Ballyvaloo in County Wexford. I welcomed the chance 
for some stillness and silence beside the sea during the modern-day hectic lead-up to 
Christmas. However, for the last while I had been experiencing difficulties in surrendering 
during my centring prayer practice, but I felt that, somehow, this retreat would be an 
opportunity to “move beyond” and further enter into the fullness of God’s presence. Quite 
how I did not know, I would need to leave that work to the Spirit.

And how the Spirit works! Our first DVD lecture from Fr Keating was an old one that I had 
seen before. But without letting my rational mind pull down the shutters, I listened as if 
hearing it for the first time. Fr Keating tells the anecdote of the child trapped upstairs in 
a burning house. He cannot escape down the stairs as the flames are too high. He moves 
towards the window but cannot see anything because of the smoke. But he hears his 
father’s voice calling from below – “jump!” he says, “I will catch you!” Of course the house 
is the false self, crumbling and burning as we move through life and awaken. We cannot 
go back in, but neither can we see our way out. We must rely on the Father’s voice, His 
presence, and jump in the assurance that He will catch us.

But I was still desperately clinging to the window ledge during subsequent prayer sessions. 
Like a fledgling at the brink of the nest, each time I would attempt to jump I would flap my 
wings to regain my balance and dig my claws further into the twigs below, fearful that the 
uncharted air would not support me. 

I was observing a strict phone embargo for the entire retreat but decided to open my daily 
scripture app, which provides a random biblical verse each day. Chapter 1 verse 8 from the 

First Letter of Peter leapt from the screen: 

“Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even 
though you do not see him now, you believe in him 

and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious 
joy.”

I headed for the beach. In silence, with 
only the stiff winter sea breeze whistling 
in my ears, I ruminated over my lack 
of trust in God. My rational mind was 
attempting to devise strategies of 
action, as if such letting go is merely an 
act of the will, some sort of determined 
conscious decision. I skirted up by the 

loamy cliffs to avoid disturbing the flock of Oystercatchers on the shoreline. I paused once 
I reached a washed-up tree stump partially buried in the sand. And then something struck 
me – even the rooted tree must eventually give up its anchorage and yield to time and 
tide. Unbind the roots that cling to the material, the temporal, the false self; not through an 
act of the will but as a spiritual unravelling of the threads bound to the stuff of this world 
– like the unconscious opening of a hand to receive anointing.

Renewed by my minor breakthrough, I turned and made my way back along the beach, 
letting this awareness settle while attempting not to over analyse it. I watched the myriad 
of different shells passing by my hurried feet as the cold wind bit into any uncovered piece 
of flesh. Gradually I lifted my gaze to the low winter sun on the horizon and then further 
upwards until I saw her – a lonely Buzzard, motionless and static, suspended in the air as 
if by magic. No fluttering wings or movement of the tail – completely still, yet airborne – 
as if poised in all eternity. Then the revelation occurred. My attempts to control through 
rooting, clinging to the burning building, were indeed futile. True centring, true stillness, 
is not solid or fixed, it is suspended by the Father Himself, who after telling us to jump, 
catches us and sustains us forever… 

The Word upon the Shore
A Centring Prayer Reflection by Neil Foley

Neil previously wrote a Centring Prayer Reflection for the 
September 2016 Contemplative Outreach E-Bulletin which is 
available at:  
www.contemplativeoutreach.org/mailchimp/subscribe  

He has been practicing Centring Prayer for just over three years 
but will forever consider himself a novice.

The Word upon the Shore
Even the mighty oak is uprooted, 

tossed by the waves and washed up on the shore.

But the hawk, with no roots, no tethers, 
hangs motionless on the sea breeze, 
sustained by the very breath of God.
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22nd -24th September 2017 - Weekend Retreat

 Tobar Mhuire Retreat Centre, Crossgar, Co Down

8th – 15th November 2017 - 8 Day Post-Intensive Retreat

 Ballyvaloo Retreat Centre, Co. Wexford
Retreat facilitators from St Benedict’s Retreat Centre, Snowmass, CO.

18th November 2017 -  Centering Prayer Retreat Day

Manresa Jesuit Centre of Spirituality, Dublin 3
Retreat facilitators from St Benedict’s Retreat Centre, Snowmass, CO.

1st – 3rd December 2017 - Advent Weekend Retreat  

Ballyvaloo Retreat Centre, Co. Wexford       

23rd  -25th February 2018 - Weekend  Retreat

Esker Retreat Centre, Athenry, Co Galway

9th- 11th March 2018 - Weekend  Retreat                                                                

Tobar Mhuire Retreat Centre, Crossgar, Co Down.  

13th – 20th  March.  2018 - 8 Day Advanced Retreat (12 Step Friendly)                                                            

Manresa Jesuit Centre of Spirituality, Dublin 3

18th- 20th May  2018 - Weekend Retreat

Manresa Jesuit Centre of Spirituality, Dublin 3

13th July 2018. Friday - Centering Prayer Retreat Day

Mount St Anne’s Retreat Centre, Killinard, Co Laoise

17th -24th July 2018 -  8 Day Intensive Retreat (12 Step friendly)

Tobar Mhuire Retreat Centre, Crossgar, Co Down

21st -23rd  September 2018 - Weekend Retreat

Tobar Mhuire Retreat Centre, Crossgar, Co Down

6th – 13th November 2018 - 8 Day Post-Intensive Retreat

Ballyvaloo Retreat Centre, Co Wexford

30th Nov – 2nd  December 2018 - Advent Weekend Retreat                                                             

Ballyvaloo Retreat Centre, Co Wexford       

For Bookings or further Information Please contact Eileen:  00353 87 6017709
Email: contemplativeoutreachireland@gmail.com      

Centering Prayer Retreat Schedule

Sept 2017- 2018
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