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The Mystery and Gift of Time: Centering on the Present 

 I was given a gift last Christmas of an hour glass. I am watching the black sand 

flow through the sieve as a write this. But I also know that time is more than just the 

measure of motion or of the sifting of sand through a narrow passageway of an hour 

glass. But since I got that hour glass, I have been meditating and frequently mulling over 

the mystery and gift of time. 

 How much longer an afternoon or a weekend seemed when we were eight than it 

does now. How much more I thought I had plenty of time when I was forty than now that 

I am seventy-seven. Shakespeare once wrote: “ Time is very slow for those who wait, 

very fast for those who are scared; very long for those who lament, very short for those 

who celebrate but for those who love, time is eternal.” There is a mystery about the 

length and meaning of time. Rabindranath Tagore ( one of my favorite writers. I have an 

inscribed section of something he wrote on my office wall) said: “ The butterfly counts 

not months but moments and has time enough”. 

 In my reflections about time, I am taken by some sage remarks by Louis 

L’Amour: “Few of us ever live in the present. We are forever anticipating what is to 
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come or remembering what has gone.” His remarks seem to capture much of the gist of 

my own sense of time—too much pre-occupied with the past or planning for the future 

such that I find it difficult to live mindfully and continuously in the present.   

 Much of the point of meditation or centering prayer is to live in mindfulness, that 

is to live in the present, not the past or the future. To be sure, those of us who still work 

have to make plans for the future—to write a homily for the wedding of my grandnephew 

next week, to pack and make arrangements to get to the airport in time to go to that 

wedding, to answer e-mails and inquiries or write a promised book review. But since so 

much of our time consciousness focuses on the past or the future, we lose the kind of 

mindfulness to be present in the present. Moreover, as C.S. Lewis once put it: “ The 

present is the point when time touches eternity”. 

 In a blog entitled “ Assessing the Now—The Only Time You have”, Nick 

Castellano argues: “ To find the now place of peace, love and joy, we must learn to 

meditate, get quiet and clear the mind. When we are quiet we can hear from God. It’s 

hard to hear the voice of the Lord when we have all that clutter in our heads. Taking deep 

breaths during this time will relax you and get you into that peaceful state of mind. Now 

you are in the fellowship with God and in the ‘Now Moment’. Once we learn to live in 

this throughout our day we are living from moment to moment in peace, love and joy. 

 “ A sign you have left the Now moment is if you feel fear, stress or heavy burden. 

These triggers tell you that you are missing the mark and you need to put yourself back 

into the now. If this happens, the best thing to do is to get quiet, breathe deep in through 

your nose and breathe out through your mouth until you re-establish your relationship 

with God and you step back into the present peace. You may find yourself having to do 
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this many times throughout the day in the beginning because our minds want to stay in 

control, but we can control our minds. The mind is a battlefield, but we can have the 

victory!” 

 I have  found the practice of centering prayer a helpful way to let go of past and 

future and dwell for a time in the present. It involves intention ( being with God) more 

than attention ( dwelling on thoughts or emotions). In centering prayer ( best done in 

doses of twenty minutes a time, preferably twice a day), you let any thoughts come  and 

go as if they are passing boats or cars and return to your intention of “ being with” God. 

 Abbot Thomas Keating has written an excellent book on centering prayer, 

Foundations for Centering Prayer and the Christian Contemplative Life  ( Continuum 

Books,2011). Keating praises a definition of prayer by Evagrius: “ Prayer is the laying 

aside of thoughts”. As Keating puts it: “ Contemplative prayer is not so much the absence 

of thoughts as detachment from them. It is the opening of mind and heart, body and 

emotions—our whole being to God, the ultimate Mystery, beyond words, thoughts and 

emotions… We do not deny or repress what is in our consciousness. We simply accept 

the fact of what is there and go beyond it, not by effort, but by letting go of whatever is 

there.”   

 Centering prayer is a way of saying to God: “ Here I am. Here, now, with you”. It 

is important to pick a suitable time and be regular in the practice. It helps to have what 

Keating calls “ a sacred word” which does not function as a mantra but as a lifeboat back 

to the centering when we become distracted.  The famous Alcoholics Anonymous slogan 

reads: “ Let go and let God”. Centering prayer follows that. It also focuses on the present. 

Keating explains: “ Have no expectations in this prayer. It is an exercise of effortlessness, 
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of letting go. To struggle is to want to achieve something. That is to aim at the future, 

whereas the method of centering prayer is designed to bring you into the present”. 

Contemplative prayer involves a simple kind of attention and being open to let go before 

God. 

 Surprisingly, after a period of centering prayer one often finds ( I do) that much of 

my distractions, hopes, fears, nagging thoughts were mainly about the past or the future. 

In letting them simply float by like some barge and not grasping on to them, we stay in 

the present. Naturally, besides centering prayer, a few brief exercises, such as taking ten 

deep breaths and paying attention to my body as I breathe deeply in and exhale, can be 

called upon to summon our thoughts, emotions, mindfulness back to whatever our present 

is and away from that awful being lost in times that no longer exist or may never do so: 

the past and the future. 

 If we let our thoughts and emotions dwell too much on past and future we become 

what G.M. Hopkins said of himself in his dark sonnets. We become time’s eunuchs. I 

recently wrote an Australian seminarian friend of mine who will be ordained this August 

that I have come to see that the very heart of living spiritually consists in living in the 

present ( where alone God is now speaking to us) in a mindful and attentive way. It 

involves true daily practice , since it is no easy task. On many yearly retreats I am often 

struck by graces received or rejected, opportunities missed all because I did not give them 

the time to be present to when  they occurred.. If prayer is about the presence of God to 

us and us to God, it is about, quintessentially, finding ways to live in the present and let 

go of the past or the future.  
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 As Leo Tolstoy once remarked; “ There is only one time that is important—Now! 

It is the most important time because it is the only time we have any power over”. It is the 

only time when we can learn something or do something new. It is the time when we can 

become truly present to ourselves. Centering Prayer is one means to gain this presence in 

the present with ourselves in God. If we are lucky we will forget both of them ( ourselves 

and any image we have of God) and just have a wordless date with God. 


