
Spiritual Exercises 
 

The following spiritual exercises are not drawn directly from Meditations on the Tarot but 

rather are essential practices anchored within the Christian monastic tradition. These are 

practices that can help you to read mystical writings (like Meditations on the Tarot) in a 

contemplative way. If you are familiar with these practices, this PDF will provide you a 

review of the process; if you are new to these exercises, consider incorporating them into 

your daily spiritual practice as a way to dispose yourself to read Meditations in a more 

deeply prayerful and gently silent way. 

Centering Prayer 

Centering Prayer is a practice of intentional, attentive silence as a way of disposing oneself 

to the presence and action of God within. It is based on spiritual teachings, with roots in 

the Bible, found among the Desert Mothers and Fathers of the 3rd and 4th centuries. The 

practice as taught today closely follows the teachings of contemplative prayer found in the 

anonymous 14th century mystical masterpiece, The Cloud of Unknowing. 

Properly speaking, Centering Prayer is not in itself a form of contemplative prayer, but 

rather a method of prayer that prepares us to consent to the gift of contemplation. It fosters 

interior silence and stillness: a prayerful way of responding to the call of the Psalms: “Be 

still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). 

The method of centering prayer involves four simple guidelines. These guidelines were 

developed by Thomas Keating and the leadership of Contemplative Outreach 

International; you can find them summarized on their website at 

www.contemplativeoutreach.org/centering-prayer-method/. 

• First, Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God’s 

presence and action within. Consider using a word of just one or two syllables, such 

as: God, Jesus, Abba, Love, Grace, Peace — any word that represents your intention to 

consent to God’s presence and action within. 

• The second guideline: Sitting comfortably and with eyes closed, settle briefly and 

silently introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your consent to God’s presence 

and action within. Eastern spiritual traditions typically emphasize proper posture more 

than westerners traditionally have done. Still, this guideline provides a common-sense 
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approach to established a relaxed-yet-alert posture, that will allow the person praying 

to remain comfortable for up to 20 or 30 minutes (the recommended time for 

Centering Prayer). 

• The third guideline is perhaps the most essential. When engaged with your “thoughts”

—not just mental chatter, but also body sensations, feelings, images, and reflections— 

return ever-so-gently to the sacred word. Notice that Centering Prayer does not instruct 

you to repeat your sacred word continuously, like a mantra. This is important. The 

sacred word is not the heart of the prayer: your consent to God’s presence and action 

is. Because you introduce the sacred word silently, you may find that the word itself 

drops away, leaving only silence. This is fine. Sooner or later, being human, distracting 

thoughts, feelings, etc. will pull your attention away from the spaciousness of the 

silence. This is normal. When that happens, and however often it happens, as soon as 

you notice that you are distracted, simply return your attention to the silent sacred 

word. Now, thoughts often seem to arise in the mind like popcorn in a popcorn-

popper; when that happens, you may be returning to the sacred word more or less 

nonstop. But sooner or later, those graced moments of objectless silence will emerge. 

Even if they only last a millisecond, they can bring a sense of spaciousness and deep 

calm into your prayer… and then, sooner or later, another thought arises. So, the cycle 

repeats as you return ever-so-gently to the sacred word. 

• The fourth guideline functions as a type of coda to the Centering Prayer practice. At the 

end of the suggested twenty minute prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed 

for a couple of minutes. So if you plan to devote twenty minutes to Centering Prayer, 

figure on spending 22-23 minutes or so in prayer, with those last couple of minutes 

simply a time of restful silence. Often that can be the sweetest moment in the prayer 

practice, so allow yourself to linger here. 

Centering Prayer is a gentle and beautiful spiritual practice. Ideally, practice it twice a day, 

for 20-30 minutes in the morning and a similar amount of time in the evening. There’s 

nothing sacrosanct about that recommendation, but it follows the age-old practice of 

monks praying both in the morning and the evening. If your schedule only permits a 

shorter time, or only once a day, then pray as you can. Think of this prayer as a gift of 

silence that you give to yourself — and to the Spirit lovingly present in your heart. 
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Lectio Divina 

For many people, reading is strictly a means to an end. They use it to gather information, 

to increase knowledge, and to expand one’s expertise. Some of us read to master a new 

subject, to understand current events, or to form opinions and strengthen our beliefs. We 

also read simply for amusement or entertainment. But reading can be more than just a tool 

for fun or understanding — it can be a doorway not to greater control but greater 

surrender, a way to open our minds and hearts to the transfiguring and life-giving presence 

of God.  

Lectio divina means “sacred reading.” It originated in monasteries and remains a core 

spiritual practice for monks and nuns, but it is something anyone may learn, practice, and 

enjoy. Although it began specifically as a way to read the Bible, lectio divina can be a rich 

way to read other insightful and spiritually rich writings, including the writings of the 

mystics and books like Meditations on the Tarot. 

The process is very simple. Unlike Bible study or other types of informational reading, the 

goal is not to finish reading as quickly as possible. Rather, lectio divina is like spending 

time with someone special. The purpose is to linger, savoring the time spent together. With 

lectio divina, your “date” is with God. You read, not to amass information or deepen your 

skills but simply to open your mind and heart to the silent, guiding presence of the Holy 

Spirit.  

• The first step is simply to read the text you have selected. Read slowly. Contemplation 

is an invitation into the spaciousness of eternity, so there is no rush — on the contrary, 

allow time for the silent voice of the Spirit to stir within you. As you read, pay attention 

to see if a word or phrase seems to stand out. That word or phrase may seem to have 

particular meaning, may elicit a strong emotional reaction, or strike you as meaningful 

or interesting. When you encounter such a significant word or phrase, pause. If you 

like, you can go back and reread the passage once or twice more, appreciating the 

words and allowing yourself to attend to them as consciously as you can. Remember, 

the purpose of lectio divina is not to gather more information but to seek God’s living 

word for your life.  
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• As you reread your passage once or twice, you may spontaneously begin to ponder the 

passage’s meaning for you. Here is the second step of lectio divina: reflection. Allow 

yourself to mull over the words you have read, especially any that stand out to you. 

Gently resist any urge to get involved in scholarly rumination or study (that has its 

place, but not now). Remember, lectio divina is not about control but about 

relationship. Ask yourself: What is God saying to me in this passage? How is the Living 

Word reaching out to me through the words on the page? Ponder these questions and 

seek to pay attention to God’s call to you.  

• The third element of lectio divina is prayer—your response to sacred mystery. Here you 

can prayerfully share with God any thoughts or feelings that have arisen through your 

reading and reflection. Be honest. Sometimes the passage you have read, and/or your 

reflection on it, can evoke feelings of resistance, discomfort, embarrassment, or even 

boredom. As you pray, seek not to impress God with how good and smart you are but 

simply to share who you are right at this point in time. God loves you and seeks 

intimacy with you, so share your whole being with God as honestly as you can.  

• Finally, after reading, reflecting, and responding, conclude this spiritual exercise by 

simply resting in God’s presence (whether you feel that presence or not). This final 

element of lectio divina, is called contemplatio, from the Latin word for “gazing.” Like 

contemplative prayer, this is the act of silently gazing or beholding God, even though 

God may be beyond your thoughts and imagination. In fact, God is beyond your 

thoughts and imagination, so this restful contemplation is a prayer of gentle but 

profound silence. Pay attention to the silence between your thoughts and feelings. Rest 

there, trusting in God’s presence.  

A book like Meditations on the Tarot could take years to finish if you read the entire text in 

the manner of lectio divina. So don’t feel like you always have to follow all four steps as 

you make your way through the book. You might find is especially helpful to use the 

process of lectio on a daily basis as you read the Bible or some other sacred book. Then, 

when you turn to Meditations, read in a more “normal” manner, but keep the steps of 

lectio in mind: when you feel an inner stirring to reflect, respond, or simply rest, do so. 

Allow the reading of this book to be, in itself, a contemplative experience.
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