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Sitting Still; Still Sitting 

There is a stillness at the center of 
who we are. é If it intrigues us 
enough, we practice Stillness a little 
bit every day. We begin the classic, 
most honorable pursuit of human 
beings: learning to sit still and shut 
up.      ñBo Lozoff, in  

     Just Another Spiritual Book 

     Sitting still can go by many names: meditation,         
contemplation, prayer, and more.  

     In this newsletter, we feature a practice called Centering 
Prayer. Our dear friend Chaplain Ray Leonardini meets 
regularly with a group in Folsom Prison that includes    
people of several faiths. They come together to practice 
sitting still using the method of Centering Prayer. 

     The instructions for Centering Prayer are simple and   
for many, the results are profound. That's the combination 
Bo Lozoff referred to in his book title Deep and Simple.  
Bo was not interested in making things complicated. He 
wanted "deep and simple." 

Several times over the many years I worked with Bo, I heard him tell the story of talking to his friend Ted, a 
truck driver with very little formal education. Ted asked Bo what the Prison-Ashram Project was all about, and Bo 
began talking about Eastern mystical concepts and the many scriptures he had read with long Hindu names and 
terms that were unfamiliar to Ted. Ted said, "Bo, if you can't explain it to me simply, it's either B***S*** or you 
don't understand it yourself." Bo appreciated Ted's wisdom and turned his attention to expressing the big truths 
simply. He came to agree fully with Ted: truth doesn't need big fancy words, college degrees, or expensive week-
end seminars about the latest complicated trend. In Bo's book Just Another Spiritual Book he says that spiritual 
practice pretty much boils down to: sit still and shut up.  

And as most of you reading this know, Bo spent his life talking and singing about those deep and simple truths. 
He visited hundreds of prisons all over the U.S. plus Canada, Europe, Sri Lanka, and India. He wrote 5 books for 
adults and 2 for children, all about the spiritual journey. Simple, yes. And deep enough to devote your life to. 

This newsletter is being printed just before the 5-year anniversary of Bo's death, and it's likely to reach you   
two or three weeks after that November 29 anniversary. Some people wondered if Human Kindness Foundation 
would continue after Bo passed on, since this was his life's work and his passion, and the project centers around  
distributing his style of teaching ancient truths. I'm grateful to report that HKF is going strong; not just continuing, 
but thriving. Sita Lozoff, Bo's wife and co-founder of HKF, is as passionate as Bo about this project. We're        
already working on something for our Spring newsletter that will give you a deeper glimpse into Sita's journey. 
Many of you know Sita already because you've gotten a note from her. She spends her days (and sometimes      
evenings) reading your letters and making sure our books keep going to the people who want them. She doesn't use 
as many words as Bo did, but her heart is in this work just as much as his was, and I hope you can feel her loving 
presence in everything that leaves this office. It's there, even if you don't see her name in your package. Sit still and 
see if you can feel it.          Still sitting with you, Catherine 
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Centering Prayerôs popularity in prisons may 
be because of its attunement to the experience 
of suffering. For reasons known only to God, suf-
fering and anguish are fertile ground for foster-
ing a personal, even intimate relationship with 
the God of Silence, the God who meets us in 
contemplative prayer. This is the God who has 
loved us from the beginning and wants nothing 
more than our wholeness and happiness.  
Through the simple methods of Centering 

Prayer, holding still in meditation, we are opened 
to insights and realizations outside of prayer 
time. As one man put it: 
ñBecause of my Centering Prayer practice, I 

can understand now that I was not as bad a kid 
as they said. I was just a deeply lonely kid who 
couldnôt find a way to get the affection and es-
teem I needed. So much of my ideas about fitting 
into my group came out of my desperate need to 
be seen and accepted. It never worked, but I 
couldnôt think of any alternatives.ò  Paul Deitering, 
Folsom Prison. 
Centering Prayer is a non-denominational pray-

er practice that gets us in touch with our actual 
experience of God. The men in the Folsom Prison 
Contemplative Fellowship chose Centering Prayer 
because it was the easiest to learn and teach and 
because no one would be excluded because of 
their religion. 
As we sit in Centering Prayer, we watch how 

our mind works, how our mind continually replays 
all the things we have been taught to believe 
about who we are, what weôve done, and why 
weôre in prison. We try to listen to God, to receive 
the messages this God of our understanding is try-
ing to communicate to us. Itôs like learning a new 
language, the language of Silence. 
This Silence is not the absence of 
noise. Itôs an internal stance of let-
ting thoughts come and go without 
the engagement of our mind. The 
biggest mistake new learners of Cen-
tering Prayer make is thinking: ñThis 
seems like a great practice for some 
guys, but, honestly, I canôt shut off 
my mind. I must not be right for this 
practice.ò  

Centering Prayer does not stop thoughts. Itôs  
a practice of not paying attention to the thoughts. 
It's like watching TV and someone comes to your 
cell to talk. The conversation itself doesn't turn 
down the volume of the TV. Our focus on the con-
versation does. Our mind, like the TV, goes on 
chattering whether we pay attention to it or not.  
Our Centering Prayer practice opens for us the 

ability to get glimpses of ourselves weôve never 
seen beforeðultimately to see ourselves in a new 
way. We now begin to let go of self-loathing.    
After a few weeks of practicing Centering Prayer, 
remarkable change starts to happen. Without 
knowing exactly how it happens, sitting for a time 
in Centering Prayer gives a sense of clearing out 
the negativity and poisons in our inner lives.  
May you discover for yourself that this simple 

practice offers a way to a new sense of personal 
freedom and the deep knowledge of God. 

A Follower of IFA, a Traditional African Religion 
   Through my own contemplative practice of Centering 
Prayer, Iôve discovered the Divine Spark within. The   
sacred teaching of IFA does direct us inward. é By    
entering this space of silence, as I do with Centering 
Prayer, I find peace. ...These days, in my early morning 
moments, as I do Centering Prayer, I find the Divine in 
my 'shell' [inner safe haven] as I listen for what the    
Silence has for me.              ðLee Haynes, Folsom Prison 

The Transformative Power of Centering Prayer 
By Chaplain Ray Leonardini 

 

Three years ago, we featured Chaplain Ray Leonardiniôs book Finding God Within: Contemplative Prayer 
for Prisoners in HKFôs newsletter. Since then, nearly a thousand people in more than 465 prisons have re-
quested the book, which is available in English or Spanish. (See page 3 for how to request it.) Here we share a 
few of Chaplain Rayôs thoughts about Centering Prayer, some comments from people who participate in the 
Folsom Contemplative Fellowship, and instructions 
you can use any time youôre ready to try the practice. 
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A Buddhist Practicing Centering Prayer 
   The goal of Centering Prayer is to have   
nothing less than an intimate relationship with 
God. This intimacy emerges on its own from 
spending time in silence. As I sit in silence Iôm 
able to let more and more óthingsô come and 
go: wordsðinsightsðjudgementsðemotionsð
feelingsðbody sensationsðfrom the past,   
present and future. I choose to let these things 
go and notice the gaps of silence between 
them. These gaps may be instantaneous,   
timeless or eternal. My spirit is fed in ways 
there are no words for. As I sit in silence 
more things come and go. The more I let go, 
the less that binds me, and I am free to       
witness life, even life in prison, as an incredible 
experience. The silence of Centering Prayer 
transforms my life without major effort. Itôs like 
itôs Godôs specific plan for me so itôs easy to 
learn. At times, the silence can seem boring. 
But for me itôs a good thing and worth it. After 
years of practicing Centering Prayer, I have 
been able to access and experience what I 
know is at the core of every human beingðan 
unconditional positive regard for life.     
            ðLawrence Hamilton, Folsom Prison 

A View From Islam 
   Orthodox Islam has it that the Creator and the created are distinct from one another. 
The one place where we ómeet,ô before the day of judgement, is in moments of 
ótafakkurô or deep contemplation. 
   When I engage in tafakkur, it is a private moment, like a óblending,ô with the Creator. 
I am saying: óHere I am.ô No one is as gentle or forgiving as the Creator with whatever 

is evil or incomplete in me. 
   With óIlhaam,ô or inspiration of the heart, 
the Creator inspires each human with an 
inherent sense of morality and dignity.   
Tafakkur opens us to greater Ilhaam. This 
greater awareness, openness of heart, is 
sought by people of all traditions. Ilhaam 
and tafakkur go hand in hand. Inspiration 
deepens the viewing with the Creator. It is 
for me very similar to the teachings of Cen-
tering Prayer.  ðClayton West, Folsom Prison 
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to people who are incarcerated. Write to:  
Prison Contemplative Fellowship, P.O. Box 1086, Folsom, CA 95763-1086.  

Anyone interested in going into prisons and jails to facilitate Centering Prayer groups can 

email Prison Contemplative Fellowship at: office@uspcf.org. 


