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An Overview of This Course

In an article entitled “Discovering the Jesus Prayer,”
Jim Forest says that “prayer has to do with being in
touch with reality, which is to say, in touch with
God who is manifested in everything and everyone
around us. . . . Prayer is being awake. It is life with
your eyes open.”

Many adult Catholics were raised with a much
narrower understanding of prayer. Prayer is often
viewed as rigid. But our concept of what prayer can
be is being expanded constantly. Countless books
on prayer and spirituality now fill the shelves of
Catholic bookstores. Many people are working hard
at developing their spiritual life, and they are dis-

covering that exploring a variety of prayer forms
can be satisfying and even fun.

Prayer can happen in the midst of a worshiping
community or when we are alone with our God. We
encounter God in three forms of private prayer. In
vocal prayer, or conversation, we speak to God and lis-
ten creatively to God’s response. Meditation is a more
structured attempt to get in touch with and reflect
more deliberately on what God is trying to reveal to
us about ourself and the mysteries of life. The third
form of private prayer is contemplation, the state of
simply yet profoundly resting with God. Christian
Meditation for Beginners invites young people to ex-
plore the second of these three ways to personally
encounter God.

Introduction
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They may be secure enough in their identity to take
an occasional chance at pulling away from the
crowd in order to establish their individuality. Be-
cause of this they may be open to new experiences.
The future—that is, life beyond high school—is get-
ting more imminent, more exciting, and more
scary. They may find themselves thinking, writing,
talking, worrying, and praying about the future a
lot more than they did as ninth graders. In their mid-
teens adolescents also continue to explore and deep-
en the primary relationships in their life—including
their relationship with God. They hunger for deep-
er relationships and are beginning to deal with the
questions of intimacy.

All of these characteristics of mid-adolescence
are part of the growth process and the developmen-
tal context for Christian Meditation for Beginners. Un-
fortunately, negative stereotypes about adolescents
also exist, primarily among adults. Adolescents are
typically characterized as not interested in religion.
The mere mention of a course on meditation for
young people may prompt a skeptical response from
adults. Although it may be true that many young
people struggle to find meaning in their experience
of institutional religion, the vast majority of ado-
lescents are interested in their personal spirituality.
They are profoundly interested in a faith relation-
ship with God and in sharing that faith with oth-
ers. Perhaps this is best reflected in the marvelous
response of young people to retreats, to creative
prayer services, and particularly to guided medita-
tions as an approach to prayer.

In addition to meeting the hunger of young
people for a deeper spirituality, Christian Meditation
for Beginners may appeal to them simply because of
the topic itself. For many, the idea of meditation is
“cool.” They see and hear references to it in the
popular media and generally have a positive atti-
tude toward the concept. By situating this course in
the context of a religious education program for
adolescents, you can accomplish two tasks: you will
increase their skill at prayer, and you will foster an
inseparable link between meditation and Christian
prayer.

Finally, as young people mature they continue
to look to significant adults in their life for care,
support, and guidance in those areas that seem to
need serious attention. Christian Meditation for Be-
ginners is an opportunity to introduce the partici-
pants to a method of prayer that can enhance their
faith life now and throughout adulthood.

The Theology of This Course

Prayer can be defined as communication with God
in a relationship of love. Whether formal or infor-
mal, private or communal, prayer is necessarily a
part of life for every believer. In prayer we experi-
ence our deepest self in touch with the deepest di-
mensions of life. This is the point at which we are
most fully in touch with what it truly means to be
human. We find and experience God in the most
personal and intimate way at this interior level. If
we believe in a God who loves us, it is natural to
want to open our deepest self to the power and the
joy of that love, a love that is infinite. That connec-
tion between God and us is the ultimate goal of
prayer.

Every great religion of the world has its own tra-
ditions of prayer. Our Catholic heritage is rich when
it comes to the variety of prayer forms, and a part of
that history includes a strong tradition of medita-
tive prayer. In the early years of the church, women
and men retreated from the hectic pace of everyday
life in order to search for truth and meaning in the
silence of the wilderness. They took as their exam-
ples Moses, the prophets, and, of course, Jesus—all
of whom had gone into the wilderness to confront
who they were in the face of God. This led to the
traditions of monasticism that emerged in the early
church.

From the beginnings of the church, great mys-
tics, theologians, and scholars have had a tremen-
dous impact on the prayer life of the people of God.
Their writings were often the result of their own
meditation as well as their experiences of deep con-
templative union with God. And their works have
served as a source of prayer for generations of Chris-
tians that have followed. For example, many great
works on spiritual life written during the late Mid-
dle Ages sparked a revival of prayer and meditation
in a difficult period in the church’s history. One of
these works, The Imitation of Christ, by Thomas à
Kempis, has probably been the most widely read
and quoted work, other than the Bible, of the first
two thousand years of Christianity. The fifteenth-
century English anchoress Julian of Norwich experi-
enced powerful revelations from God, which she
recorded in a book called Showings. The next centu-
ry produced Ignatius of Loyola, Teresa of Ávila, and
John of the Cross. The last hundred years have wit-
nessed Thérèse of Lisieux, Thomas Merton, Karl
Rahner, and Anthony de Mello. Many modern writ-
ers on spirituality have led the church to new appre-
ciation of different forms of meditation, including

The young people in this course are probably fa-
miliar with the concept of meditation. They proba-
bly experienced different forms of meditative prayer
in various courses in level 1 of the Horizons Program.
The minicourse Praying All Ways placed meditation
in the context of other prayer forms in the life of the
church. Christian Meditation for Beginners provides the
participants with a deeper understanding of medi-
tation as well as the basic skills to do it. It encourages
them to make meditative prayer a regular feature of
their life. The primary focus of this course is on the
act of meditating rather than on specific content or
themes. That is, the course is skill centered, focused
on helping the young people develop a personal ap-
proach to private meditation that meets their own
spiritual needs. Participants learn to meditate by do-
ing it, not by studying it. During this course they
join with others to pray together, to learn new tech-
niques, to review their experience, and to find peer
support and affirmation.

The basic format of Christian Meditation for Be-
ginners is the same as other minicourses in the Hori-
zons Program. The course is intended to be taught
as 2-hour sessions presented one a week for three
consecutive weeks. Two significant differences be-
tween Christian Meditation for Beginners and other
courses in the Horizons Program are evident:
• First, the participants are asked to work their way

through a series of meditation exercises between
sessions. In other words they are expected to do
“homework.” The supplementary exercises give
the participants a chance to practice meditation
techniques learned in the sessions and explore
other possibilities. For this reason participation
in Christian Meditation for Beginners must be en-
tirely voluntary.

• Second, this course includes a recommended ori-
entation session for people who may be interest-
ed in participating in the course but want to
know more about it before they sign up. The ori-
entation session is considerably shorter than a
regular session and is strictly for the purpose of
conveying information about the course. The ori-
entation session is one way to ensure voluntary
participation in Christian Meditation for Beginners.
The course components and the between-session
expectations will be described at the orientation
session so that the people who sign up for the
course will be doing so with their eyes wide open.

The sessions are structured with a group of about
ten participants in mind. In a sense, no minimum

number is required for this course because it is fo-
cused on individual meditation rather than group
interaction. If only a small number of young people
are committed to taking the course, the nature of the
weekly gatherings necessarily changes from group
discussion to more personal conversation between
the leader and the participants.

The first session of Christian Meditation for Begin-
ners, “Getting Started,” includes an introduction to
the course and to the other participants. The main
topics covered in the first session are the basics of
prayer and the elements of meditation. In the prayer
service at the conclusion of this session, the young
people will sign a contract indicating their intent to
participate fully in the course, including their will-
ingness to meditate between sessions. The main
themes of the second session, “Resting in God,” and
its follow-up exercises include guided meditation,
meditating on the Scriptures, and an introduction
to the Jesus Prayer. The final session of the course,
“Life Goes On,” invites the participants to discern
through meditation God’s hand in their life by ex-
ploring their story and embracing their future.

Though the young people who make the deci-
sion to commit to participating in Christian Medita-
tion for Beginners may not be able to adequately
articulate their thoughts, they know that they want
more from their relationship with God. They know
that a relationship with God implies the existence
of a God who is reachable and in touch with each
individual. They also know that to truly enter into
prayer means to do more than mouth the words
and hope for some mysterious sign from on high.
By committing to participate in this course the
young people are indicating a willingness to active-
ly work at deepening that relationship and explore
what may be a new form of prayer for them. As the
leader of Christian Meditation for Beginners you may
be opening up a whole new world. You are inviting
young people to experience a real encounter with a
living God, and to do so with their eyes wide open.

Background for This Course

The Adolescent and This Course

Young people in the middle of adolescence may be
at a comfortable stage in their development, or at
least moving in that direction. Puberty is no longer
a new experience but an acknowledged fact of life.

8 Christian Meditation for Beginners
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You may look at the description of this course
and immediately feel some apprehension about
leading it. Be assured that it takes no special train-
ing in meditation to teach this course. Because of
the materials provided for the participants and the
detailed process outlines in the regular sessions, 
the course almost leads itself. Reading through the
handout material and reviewing the plans for the
sessions should ease most of your fears.

However, a unique qualification is required of
anyone wishing to lead this course—a sincere desire
to pray with the participants. That is, the leader
should make the same commitment to meditating
between sessions as the participants do. In fact, it
would be good if you would sign a meditation con-
tract along with the participants, in the first session.
This act would affirm and reflect the ideal that the
leader and the participants view themselves as co-
learners in this course.

The responsibilities of the leader, other than the
commitment to meditate regularly along with the
participants, are not substantially different from
those for other courses in the Horizons Program.
Just as in other courses, it will be necessary to pre-
pare yourself and the learning environment. This
course will be successful to the degree that you are
prepared and can make it come alive for the partic-
ipants. The following information is intended to
help you do that.

Preparing the Learning Environment

The effectiveness of a course such as Christian Med-
itation for Beginners depends, in part, on the physical
surroundings and community environment of the
group. Adolescents are likely to respond more posi-
tively if the space is comfortable and different from
a typical school setting and the atmosphere is con-
ducive to sharing. Here are two suggestions for de-
veloping that type of environment:

Create a good physical atmosphere. You will
need a physically comfortable space with sufficient
room for the participants to move around. Each ses-
sion will require the participants to spend some
time meditating. It will be easier for them to resist
the temptation to visit with other participants if they
have enough room to separate from one another.
Comfortable furniture and living-room lighting will
help create a homey feeling, but straight-back chairs
will be helpful during certain meditation activities.
The traditional classroom arrangement is the least

desirable situation. If such a room is your only op-
tion, try using music, candles, icons, or other senso-
ry devices to create a more inviting environment.

Clarify expectations. Though the focus of
Christian Meditation for Beginners is on private med-
itation, there will be time for group discussion and
debriefing. At the beginning of the course establish
among the participants an atmosphere of mutual
respect. Stress the importance of listening to one
another and of refraining from hurtful remarks or
put-downs. When necessary remind the participants
of these rules.

Preparing the Material

Before each session read through the session plan
and try to picture the processes happening in your
group. You may need to make some adjustments
based on your knowledge of the participants and
the physical setting. Some of the activities will re-
quire preparation. This could range from copying 
a simple list onto newsprint to purchasing special
items for a particular meditation. Allow yourself ad-
equate time to get ready.

All the sessions include brief periods of teacher
input. Some of these are informational, but most
are intended to bring closure to a part of the session
so that the participants might understand the con-
nections between life and faith, between themselves
and God. The session plans offer guidelines for these
brief talks. Spend time putting these presentations
together so that they are clear and hold the atten-
tion of the participants. Where it is helpful and ap-
propriate, do not be afraid to share parts of your
own story with the young people.

Sharing Your Own Story

Every course in Horizons connects elements of the
Christian faith with the life experiences of young
people. As an adult you have much to share from
your own life that will be of value to the young 
people. In addition, as a co-learner in Christian Med-
itation for Beginners, your familiarity with the medi-
tation exercises can provide significant insights. Your
willingness to share your experiences will enrich this
course. It will also send the message that telling one’s
personal story in the group is okay. When you share
your experiences with the young people, you show
that you trust them enough to speak from your

those derived from Zen Buddhism and Native Amer-
ican and African American spiritualities.

This Course and 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church

Part 4 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, titled
“Christian Prayer,” is a thorough discussion of prayer
as a vital, personal relationship with God that stems
from living the mystery of faith. The three expres-
sions of prayer—vocal prayer, meditation, and con-
templation—are discussed in this section.

The Catechism acknowledges that “there are as
many and varied methods of meditation as there
are spiritual masters. Christians owe it to themselves
to develop the desire to meditate regularly. . . .
But a method is only a guide; the important thing is
to advance, with the Holy Spirit, along the one way
of prayer: Christ Jesus” (no. 2707).

The next paragraph in the Catechism provides
strong reasons for including meditation as part of
an active, balanced, prayer life: “Meditation engages
thought, imagination, emotion, and desire. This mo-
bilization of faculties is necessary in order to deep-
en our convictions of faith, prompt the conversion
of our heart, and strengthen our will to follow
Christ” (no. 2708).

The tradition of meditation in the church con-
tinues to flourish. Christian Meditation for Beginners
is an opportunity to engage a new generation of
Catholics in this vital form of prayer and to expose
them to the richness of part of our heritage.

This Course and Evangelization

In The Challenge of Catholic Youth Evangelization,
evangelization is described as “the initial effort by
the faith community as a whole to proclaim through
word and witness the Good News of the Gospel to
those who have not yet heard or seen it, and then
to invite those persons into a relationship with Jesus
Christ and the community of believers” (National
Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry [NFCYM], 
p. 3). Evangelization is also the ongoing witness of
the community of believers and, as such, the basis
and energizing core of all the ministries in the
church.

The Horizons Program is grounded in a commit-
ment to evangelize young people effectively. Each
course reflects that commitment in both content

and methodology. All the courses explore the con-
nection between the lived experience of the young
person and Jesus’ proclamation of the Good News.
And all the courses employ strategies that actively
engage the whole person, demonstrating that reli-
gious education can be not only informative but
life-giving and even fun! In other words the Hori-
zons Program tries to be “good news” not just pro-
claim the Good News.

Christian Meditation for Beginners is a highly evan-
gelizing course in that it offers a direct invitation to
young people to deepen their relationship with God.
The primary purpose of the course is to help young
people know God rather than to know about God.
There is little information or instruction to stand in
the way of a meaningful encounter. Each person’s
life experience is the starting point and provides the
content and the context of the course. The medita-
tion experiences are simply tools to facilitate these
individual encounters.

Your role as the teacher is primarily one of wit-
ness. Your willingness to pray along with the partic-
ipants indicates a commitment to be a co-learner
along the journey. Your skill at facilitating discus-
sion among the participants and your attention as
they tell their stories will enhance the experience
for each person. As the leader of Christian Meditation
for Beginners you are an evangelizer to the Gospel of
Jesus Christ. That is, you are one who hears the
Good News, tells the Good News, and is the Good
News.

On Teaching This Course

A Video Resource for Teachers

The information presented in this section iden-
tifies the elements requiring special consideration
when leading Christian Meditation for Beginners.
The creators of Horizons developed an informa-
tive video to prepare teachers to lead any of the
courses in the program. The video is accompa-
nied by a guide that summarizes the content of
the tape, offers additional tips for teaching ado-
lescents, and invites the teacher to track her or
his experience with the program.

Both the video for teachers and its compan-
ion guide are included in the resources devel-
oped for coordinators of the Horizons Program.
Contact the program coordinator in your parish
for further information.

10 Christian Meditation for Beginners
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Two Special Components

In addition to the three sessions, Christian Medita-
tion for Beginners includes two additional components
that make the course unique in the Horizons Pro-
gram. These two components were described briefly
in the overview of the course. As the leader keep in
mind the following specific considerations:

Orientation Session

Even though the orientation session is optional,
you are strongly encouraged to schedule a time be-
fore the course begins to conduct this session. You
are also encouraged to invite parents to the orienta-
tion.
• It gives you an opportunity to emphasize to the

young people and their parents the voluntary
nature of the course. Participants who take the
course due to parental pressure or just because of
their friends could ruin the experience for the
rest of the group.

• You can make it clear to the parents and the
young people that Christian Meditation for Begin-
ners will definitely require extra work between
sessions. By doing this you enlist parental sup-
port for the participants and assure those who
are serious about the course that they will be
among peers who are equally serious.

• It is hoped that this meditation course will not
be the only option for religious education open
to young people in your program. By scheduling
the orientation session before Christian Medita-
tion for Beginners and other courses begin, you
give the young people who choose not to take
the course an opportunity to participate in an-
other option.

Supplementary Exercises

Participants in the course are expected to work their
way through a minimum number of private medi-
tation exercises in between sessions. This expecta-
tion should be fully explained at the orientation
session and in any preregistration contact you might
have with young people who are interested in tak-
ing Christian Meditation for Beginners. The success of
the course depends, in large part, on the willingness
of the participants to explore different meditation
techniques on their own.

For each intervening week of the course, four
meditation exercises are recommended, to be done
on four different days. Three more exercises are sug-
gested for those who want to do more. Each exercise
should take about 15 minutes. The learner’s booklet,
titled A Guide for Meditation, which you will assem-
ble from the handout pages and distribute at the first
session, fully explains these exercises. Time is allot-
ted at the end of each of the first two sessions to
preview the exercises for the coming week.

Another important element in the supplemen-
tary exercises is the preparation that participants are
asked to do for the next session. In the learner’s
booklet, the session 1 and 2 exercises are followed
by a page entitled Things Worth Sharing. Encourage
the participants to spend 10 to 15 minutes review-
ing this page after they have completed their medi-
tations each week. As a co-learner in this process,
you are encouraged to do the same.

Special Preparation Needs

Learner’s Booklet: A Guide for Meditation

Each person involved in Christian Meditation for Be-
ginners will need a copy of the learner’s booklet.
Some of the meditation exercises used in the ses-
sions and all the supplementary exercises are con-
tained in this booklet. The necessary photocopy
masters and instructions for making the booklet are
at the end of this teaching guide. Before the first
session set aside some time to make up one booklet
for each person, or arrange to have someone else do
it for you. Creating the booklet is not difficult if you
carefully follow the instructions that precede the
photocopy masters.

Permanent Memento

Consider using a religious artifact as a consistent
part of the closing prayer in each session. If you
choose to do so, try to find a crucifix or other arti-
fact of a size that makes it functional for group use
(i.e., 4 or 5 inches tall) but that is also available in a
smaller version. Then at the closing gathering, pre-
sent each participant with one of the smaller arti-
facts as a permanent memento of this experience. If
possible, choose an item—such as a crucifix or a re-
ligious medal—that may be worn on a cord around
the neck or as a piece of jewelry. This may well be
treasured by the participants for years to come.

heart. And without saying it, you also invite them
to do the same.

Some commonsense guidelines can help you
share your story in a way that adds to the under-
standing of the participants but does not distract
them from their own life story:
• Be brief and to the point. Remember, the young

people are there to reflect on their own life sto-
ry, not yours.

• Talk about your experiences as an adolescent
without preaching or moving into the fatal
“When I was your age . . .” mode.

• Share only the things that adolescents are emo-
tionally prepared to handle.

• Be realistic. Talk about your struggles, triumphs,
and growth over the years. Be truthful about
your experience with the weekly meditations.
This will let the participants know that spiritual
growth is indeed a process. Do not mislead them
into thinking that adults have all the answers. It
is also unfair to suggest or imply that adoles-
cents have no answers.

• Be honest and sincere. The young people will see
through you if you are not, and your effective-
ness as a teacher will be diminished.

Group Meditation

The primary intent of this course is to provide the
participants with the basic skills of meditation and
to encourage them to make meditation a regular
feature of their life. However, we also want to ex-
pose them to the joys and benefits of group medita-
tion. Each session will include a period of silent
group meditation. The pattern for this group medi-
tation is as follows:
• For session 1. Five minutes of silent meditation,

with quiet background music
• For session 2. Five minutes with natural sounds

and with the meditators in a different posture
• For session 3. Seven minutes without background

music

Each period of silent meditation will begin with
some instructions from the leader and a centering
process adapted from Anthony de Mello’s Sadhana:
A Way to God.

Leading Guided Meditations

Almost anyone can lead a group through a guided
meditation, but if you have no experience with this
form of prayer, it will take some practice to be able
to do it effectively. Most “journey prayers,” as they
are sometimes called, begin with a guided process to
relax and center the participants so that they can
focus on the exercise. Scripts are provided for every
guided meditation and relaxation process in this
course.

When reading a guided meditation or relaxation
exercise, speak slowly, calmly, distinctly, and natu-
rally. Use the lower part of your voice range; it tends
to be more soothing than the higher registers. Pause
at the appropriate times so that the participants
have time to imagine the scenes or the encounters,
or do the tasks you are suggesting.

If you are unsure of your skill, it may help to try
the meditation on other adults or family members
and ask for feedback. Or consider making a tape of
one of the meditations and allowing yourself to be
led through the process. If it works for you, it will
probably work for others. If you feel you do not
have the voice quality or the skill to effectively lead
your group through the guided meditations in Chris-
tian Meditation for Beginners, ask someone whose
voice you find soothing to record them for you.

Using Music

Some groups are easily distracted by the sounds
around them. Even for those who do not have trou-
ble concentrating, music can alter the mood and
contribute to a sense of peace and inner silence.
Some of the group meditation exercises in this
course specifically prescribe the use of background
music, but it can be used in other places as well. For
background music use slow, soothing instrumental
selections, preferably something that is unrecogniz-
able to the group. Labels such as Windham Hill and
Narada, which are known for their alternative adult-
contemporary recordings, are particularly useful for
this purpose. Some classical music can also help to
create the type of environment you need. Or use re-
cordings of natural sounds, such as those produced
by ocean surf or running streams, or those heard in
rain forests.

12 Christian Meditation for Beginners
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• Invite an expert in yoga or t’ai chi to do a pre-
sentation for the group on the connection be-
tween meditation and these Eastern disciplines.
Or invite someone to speak about other faith
traditions that rely heavily on meditation, such
as Zen Buddhism.

Family Connections

Parents like to know what their child is learning.
They may be particularly interested in knowing
about Christian Meditation for Beginners because such
a course was probably not part of their own experi-
ence with religious education. You can pass along
this information in a variety of ways:
• As noted already, consider inviting parents to

the orientation session. Attending it will give
them an idea of what their son or daughter will
be experiencing in the course. Their attendance
may also give you an opportunity to explain the
extra support that may be necessary for the par-
ticipant to complete the supplementary exer-
cises. You can also use this time to explain how
family members can help the young person by
providing a special place for prayer, by making
sure his or her meditation time is not distracted,
by inviting him or her to talk about the different
meditation experiences, or simply by offering a
few words of encouragement and affirmation.

• Hold an orientation session just for parents. At
this time you could explain the course content
and methods and present the talk on prayer and
meditation from session 1. You could also lead
parents through some of the meditation exer-
cises outlined in the session plans, such as the
exercise on experiencing the senses in session 2
or one of the guided meditations. Such an ap-
proach will give parents firsthand knowledge of
what their son or daughter will be experiencing.
It may even whet their appetite for more!

Goals and Objectives 
in This Course

Why Use Goals and Objectives?

Curriculums take on greater clarity, direction, and
purpose if they are described in terms of their goals
and objectives. This observation is based on a com-

monsense principle: We have a difficult time get-
ting somewhere if we do not know where we are go-
ing. Educators who design learning experiences
must identify their destination, as a first step in de-
termining how to get there. The statement of goals
and objectives is a practical way to identify the de-
sired outcomes for a program.

In the Horizons Program, goals and objectives
are used in the following ways:

Goals. Goals are broad statements of what we
wish to accomplish—learning outcomes we hope to
achieve. The coordinator’s manual for the Horizons
Program provides the goals for the entire curricu-
lum. Each course within the total program also in-
cludes a statement of its goals. The goals often have
an idealistic quality, inviting the teacher to reflect
on how the course relates to the personal and faith
development of the young people. At the same time,
the course goals are realistic, measurable, and at-
tainable. As a teacher, at the end of the course, you
should be able to look back and determine if you
have in fact achieved the course goals.

Objectives. Objectives are statements that de-
fine how to get to the goals. They name the specific
tasks that must be accomplished if the goals are to
be achieved. Each course supplies a clear statement
of objectives for each session in the course.

The Goals and Objectives of 
Christian Meditation for Beginners

Goals

The three goals for this course are as follows:
• That the young people develop a knowledge of

and appreciation for meditative prayer
• That they learn and practice techniques for en-

tering into meditative prayer more fully and also
for dealing with common problems associated
with this prayer style

• That they experience a variety of forms of medi-
tative prayer

Objectives

Each session has its own objectives that will help re-
alize the three course goals. The objectives of Chris-
tian Meditation for Beginners follow:

Optional Recording 
of Supplementary Exercises

In the second week of supplemental meditations,
the young people will continue to explore the tech-
niques of guided meditation that you introduced in
session 2. They are encouraged to record the in-
structions for these meditations before experiencing
them. However, if you have the time and the ability
to do so, it would be helpful to make the recordings
yourself or get another adult to do so. You can prob-
ably fit both meditations on one tape. Duplicate the
tape and distribute the copies at the end of session 2.

Admittedly, creating such a recording is above
and beyond the call of duty, but providing tapes for
the participants will enhance the experience of the
second week for the following reasons:
• You can ensure the vocal and technical quality

of the recording. Adolescents at this age, partic-
ularly boys, rarely have the vocal control neces-
sary to effectively execute a meditation. Beyond
the physical factor, they may not have decent re-
cording equipment.

• You help the participants avoid the awkward sit-
uation of having to listen to their own voice on
tape. One’s own voice can be distracting to a be-
ginner in meditation, no matter what age.

• The young people are more likely to actually do
the exercises if the tape is provided. They will
have no excuse not to do them.

This Course 
and Total Youth Ministry

Additional Youth Ministry 
Program Suggestions

The Horizons Program includes a manual enti-
tled Youth Ministry Strategies: Creative Activities to
Complement the Horizons Curriculum. It contains
a variety of activities and strategies organized
into thematic categories and cross-referenced 
according to the courses in the curriculum. It in-
cludes suggestions for shortened and extended
programs, off-site events, intergenerational gath-
erings, parish involvement, and prayer and li-
turgical celebrations.

This valuable resource can enhance the young
people’s experience of the Horizons Program and
help your parish fulfill a commitment to total
youth ministry. Contact your program coordina-
tor about the availability of the manual.

Parish Program Connections

A religious education curriculum is, ideally, just one
component of a total parish program in which all
those responsible for the formation of young people
work together with the entire parish to meet the ho-
listic needs of youth. Christian Meditation for Begin-
ners can be a springboard for connections with other
youth ministry experiences. You might develop these
connections by doing the following:
• Offer a parallel program for adults or young

adults in the parish. Use Learning to Meditate, a
thirty-day introduction to the practice of medi-
tation, by the author of this course. Christian
Meditation for Beginners is an abbreviated form of
this program, which was originally designed for
older adolescents and young adults.

In some exceptional situations you might be
able to invite parents to actually experience Chris-
tian Meditation for Beginners with their child. Hav-
ing young people and their parents go through
the course together could be a powerful witness
of faith for both generations.

• After the participants complete the course, have
them offer an evening of reflection for parents
and other adults in the parish. They could talk
about their experiences with the course, present
some of their own reflections on prayer, and
lead the adults through some of their favorite
meditation exercises.

• Connect each participant with an adult or young
adult in the parish who would be willing to
serve as their prayer partner or companion for
the course. This might mean something as sim-
ple as keeping that young person in prayer each
day. It could also mean asking the companion
and the participant to meet once during each of
the intervening weeks and once after the end of
the course to talk about the experience. Provide
guidelines for these meetings that include prayer
and some focusing questions.

14 Christian Meditation for Beginners



Objectives

• To provide the participants with information
about the nature, the components, and the pro-
cedures of this course

• To provide a preview of the course by engaging
the young people in a basic experience of medi-
tation

• To issue an invitation to participate in the course

Session Steps

Note: Determining an exact length of time for this
session is difficult because it depends on the num-
ber of participants, whether parents are present, the
number of questions people ask, and their willing-
ness and ability to share and discuss. This session
may last only 30 minutes, or it may last an hour or
more.

A. a welcome, introductions, and a mixer (10 to 20
minutes)

B. a presentation on the course (10 to 15 minutes)
C. a break (5 to 10 minutes)
D. a closing prayer (5 to 15 minutes)

An Invitation to Participate

17

OPTIONAL ORIENTATION SESSIONOptional Orientation Session:
“An Invitation to Participate”

• To provide the participants with information
about the nature, the components, and the pro-
cedures of this course

• To provide a preview of the course by engaging
the young people in a basic experience of medi-
tation

• To issue an invitation to participate in the course

Session 1: “Getting Started”
• To establish procedures that will be followed for

all gatherings
• To introduce the young people to the basic com-

ponents of effective meditation
• To help them become comfortable with the group

dimension of the meditation program

Session 2: “Resting in God”
• To reflect on the experiences of the first week of

meditations
• To offer the young people a basic introduction

to the technique of guided meditation
• To introduce them to centering prayer through

an experience with the Jesus Prayer
• To continue providing support for the partici-

pants through group sharing and prayer

Session 3: “Life Goes On”
• To reflect on the experience of the second week

of meditations
• To offer information on the ways in which God

responds to prayer
• To provide opportunities for the young people

to prayerfully reflect on significant moments in
their life 

• To bring the course to a satisfying and prayerful
close

Suggested Resources

de Mello, Anthony. Sadhana: A Way to God. New
York: Doubleday, 1978. A series of spiritual exer-
cises blending the practices of both Eastern and
Western traditions. Many of the techniques and
exercises used in this course are based in whole
or in part on this work.

Link, Mark. You: Prayer for Beginners and Those Who
Have Forgotten How. Allen, TX: Argus Commu-
nications, 1976. A program for young people. 
Developed by an experienced high school
teacher—one who has taught many young peo-
ple how to pray.

Meegan, Mary. Climbing the Mountain: A Journey in
Prayer. Allen, TX: Argus Communications, 1984.
Developed as a course to be used in high schools,
this book is based on the author’s many years of
experience in teaching her students how to pray.

Zanzig, Thomas. Learning to Meditate. Winona, MN:
Saint Mary’s Press, 1990. This thirty-day pro-
gram is an introduction to the practice of medi-
tation for older adolescents and adults. Much of
the material in Christian Meditation for Beginners
appeared in this resource first.
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❑ For step D. Read through the closing prayer and
determine which elements you want to use.

❑ Determine if you wish to change this session by
using the alternative approach described at the
end of this session plan. 

Opening Teacher Prayer

Before the session sit quietly in a favorite spot for a
few moments or take a walk. Think about these two
questions:
• Why did you agree to lead this course on medi-

tation? Consider your motivations, your own
experiences with meditative prayer, your knowl-
edge of the participants, and any other factors
that may have contributed to the decision.

• Apart from the stated course goals, what do you
personally hope to accomplish? What are your
hopes and dreams for this course?

Pray the following Scripture passage:

Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord
shall be saved. But . . . how are they to hear
about God without someone to tell them about
God? And how are they to proclaim the good
news of God’s greatness unless they are sent? As
it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those
who bring the good news!” (Adapted from Rom.
10:13–15)

Conclude with a simple prayer for God’s bless-
ings for you and for the young people who will face
a moment of decision that could have a profound
impact on their relationship with God.

Procedure

Welcome, Introductions, 
and Mixer (10 to 20 minutes)

Depending on the familiarity of the young people
with you and with one another, and whether par-
ents are present, a formal introduction may not be
necessary. If they know you and the other partici-
pants, this part of the session can be quite relaxed
and informal. If not, or if parents are present, you
may want to go through the process outlined below.

A

Before the session. Prepare a name tag for each
participant.

Think about your answer to the question you re-
flected on in the opening teacher prayer: What are
your hopes and dreams for this course?

Write the first half of each verse listed below on
a separate index card or slip of paper. Write the sec-
ond half of each verse on a separate card or slip of
paper. Include the citation with the second half of
each verse. You will need enough verses to provide
one complete verse for every two participants. If
you have more than twenty people attending the
orientation session, repeat some of the verses or find
other verses in the Scriptures that naturally fall into
two phrases like the examples given. Or if parents
are present you may want to do a set for parents
and a set for young people on two different colors
of cards.
• “‘For where two or three are gathered in my

name, I am there among them’” (Matt. 18:20).
• “For everything there is a season, and a time for

every matter under heaven” (Eccles. 3:1).
• “Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there

was light” (Gen. 1:3).
• “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” 

(Ps. 23:1).
• “‘My soul magnifies the Lord, / and my spirit re-

joices in God my Savior’” (Luke 1:46–47).
• “‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be

called children of God’” (Matt. 5:9).
• “‘I have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall

be a sign of the covenant between me and the
earth’” (Gen. 9:13).

• “‘“Prepare the way of the Lord, / make his paths
straight”’” (Matt. 3:3).

• “‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me
will never be hungry’” ( John 6:35).

• “If God is for us, who is against us?” (Rom. 8:31).

1. As participants arrive, warmly greet them and
give each person a name tag if you prepared them
before the session.

2. Welcome the participants to the session.
Briefly tell the group about yourself. Then ask the
participants to introduce themselves, stating their
name, school, and grade—or whatever information
you think would be appropriate.

3. Randomly distribute the halves of the Scrip-
ture verses that you prepared before the session.
Have a few Bibles available for those who need to
look up their verses. Tell the participants that each

Special Notes

In order for Christian Meditation for Beginners to be
successful, the young people must make an informed
and free decision to participate. Whether you hold
an orientation meeting is your decision, but it is
highly recommended that you do so, as a method
of explaining the basics of the program so the par-
ticipants can make that choice. As you prepare for
this orientation session, note these points:

1. If multiple courses are offered simultaneous-
ly in your program, it would be a good idea to have
this orientation session before any of the courses be-
gin so that participants can choose one of the other
options if they feel that they cannot commit to full
participation in Christian Meditation for Beginners.

2. So that parents have an idea of what this
course is all about and what will be required of the
participants, consider inviting them to this orienta-
tion session. Their knowledge of the components of
the program is important, and their support and en-
couragement for their son or daughter is essential.

On a practical level inviting parents makes good
sense. Most participants in the course will not be able
to provide their own transportation and will have
to rely on parents. This session will not be as long as
a regular session and could, in fact, be considerably
shorter. Parents would have to wait for their child
anyway.

3. The plan for this orientation session presumes
that the young people attending already know
enough about the course to have their interest
piqued, and simply want to know the details. That
is, they probably know that Christian Meditation for
Beginners is different from other courses in the Hori-
zons Program in the sense that it focuses on a high-
ly personal prayer form, is less active and interactive
than most other courses, and requires a commitment
to meditate between sessions. They may have learned
these things in a number of ways:
• an explanation of the special nature of Christian

Meditation for Beginners at the end of the core
course that preceded it

• by talking to you, the program coordinator, or
another adult familiar with the course

• a flyer, letter, or other communication describ-
ing the course and its unique characteristics

The purpose of this orientation session is simply
to outline the design and demands of the course.

The ultimate goal is to give the participants enough
information to make a decision about whether to
return for the first session. It is then that they will
commit themselves to participate fully in Christian
Meditation for Beginners. Getting everything out in
the open before the course begins will help the
young people thoroughly understand what they are
getting involved in before they make that decision.

Preparation

Materials Needed

❑ pens or pencils
❑ name tags, if necessary
❑ newsprint and markers
❑ index cards or slips of paper
❑ Bibles
❑ a completed copy of handout A, “Christian Med-

itation for Beginners: A Course Description,” for
each participant

❑ at least one assembled learner’s booklet, A Guide
for Meditation

❑ a tape or CD player, and reflective music (op-
tional)

❑ refreshments (optional)

Other Necessary Preparations

Prepare to lead this session by doing the following
things and checking them off as you accomplish
them:
❑ For step A. Prepare a name tag for each partici-

pant, if you think it is necessary.
❑ For step A. Think about your own expectations,

hopes, and dreams for this course. Prepare to
present your thoughts to the group as part of
the opening activity.

❑ For step A. Prepare slips of paper or index cards
with various popular Scripture verses, as directed
in step A.

❑ For step B. Prepare a presentation on the nature
and the components of Christian Meditation for
Beginners, incorporating the information on
handout A.

❑ For step B. Make a copy of handout A, fill in the
appropriate name(s) and phone number(s), and
then make a copy for each participant.

Q

Q
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• Imagine a scene where you are telling Jesus about
how busy you were this week. What would you
tell him?

• Jesus invites you to go away with him and rest
for a while. Where would you go? What would
you do? What would you say to Jesus when you
went away with him?

4. If you have reflective music available, after 3
minutes is up, play the recording. Start with the vol-
ume set at zero, then gradually increase the volume
until the soft sounds gently fill the room. Allow the
participants to meditate for another minute or so.

5. Read John 1:43–46, the story of Philip’s invi-
tation to Nathanael to go and meet Jesus. Nathanael
is skeptical, but Philip encourages him to “come
and see.”

6. Close by issuing a final invitation to partici-
pate in the course, that is, an invitation to “come
and see” how the experience of Christian Meditation
for Beginners can bring them closer to God.

Alternative Approach

For step A. Ask the pairs to talk about their
schedule for a typical week. You might even copy a
page from a weekly planning calendar or make up
your own and have the participants fill it out while
they are waiting for the session to begin. Tie this ac-
tivity into your opening remarks by noting that
most people feel the need to make a space in their
life for God.

Closing Prayer and Evaluation

Closing Teacher Prayer

Reflect on Jesus’ invitation to the disciples to come
away and rest. Allow yourself a few moments of
peaceful silence to do just that. Conclude with a
prayer to the Holy Spirit, seeking wisdom for the
young people as they make their decision to partic-
ipate in Christian Meditation for Beginners and guid-
ance for yourself as you prepare to lead them.

person has half of a verse from the Scriptures. The
task is to find the person who has the other half of
the verse. If parents are present explain that adults
will be paired with other adults and young people
with their peers. Explain that the scriptural citation
is included for those participants who have the sec-
ond half of a verse, and Bibles are available if they
need help finding the companion phrase. When
they find that person, they are to introduce them-
selves and then sit down and wait for further in-
structions.

4. When all the pairs have been formed, tell
them they have 5 minutes to brainstorm with their
partner answers to the following sentence starter. 
• Five words that come to mind when I think of

meditation are . . .

Tell them to write their answers on the back of their
Scripture verse.

5. After time is up invite the participants to share
their answers with the large group. For future refer-
ence you may want to list the answers on newsprint
or collect the Scripture verse cards that the partici-
pants wrote their answers on.

Presentation: Christian 
Meditation for Beginners 
(10 to 15 minutes)

1. Distribute copies of handout A, “Christian
Meditation for Beginners: A Course Description.” So
that everyone has a common understanding of the
word meditation, briefly paraphrase the following
definition:
• Meditation is a structured attempt to get in

touch with and communicate with God, to cen-
ter our heart and thoughts on the Mystery that
is God, and to reflect more deliberately on what
God is trying to reveal to us about ourself and
the mysteries of life.

2. Give the brief presentation that you prepared
on the nature and the components of the course.
Have at least one learner’s booklet available for
demonstration purposes.

B

3. Ask if anyone has any questions and respond
to them as clearly and specifically as possible. Re-
member, it is important that all the participants thor-
oughly understand what they are getting involved in
before they agree to sign a contract to fully partici-
pate in Christian Meditation for Beginners. Conclude
your presentation by offering your own thoughts,
hopes, and expectations for the course and by an-
nouncing the dates and times for the sessions.

Optional Break 
(5 to 10 minutes)

You may want to break for a few minutes to give the
participants a chance to socialize and ask you ques-
tions they may not have felt comfortable asking 
in the group discussion. Allow the participants to
browse through the booklet A Guide for Meditation.
Provide refreshments if possible.

Closing Prayer 
(5 to 15 minutes)

This closing prayer can be a simple reading of the
Scriptures and a closing invitation, or it can involve
something more. Based on your experience of the
group and your perception of the openness of the
participants to engage in a brief period of medita-
tion, design your own prayer experience using all or
some of the following steps. If you have a limited
amount of time, consider cutting steps 2, 3, and 4.

1. Invite the participants to gather in a circle
and sit in a comfortable position. Or if you have ad-
equate room, invite them to lay down. Then explain
that you will lead them through a prayer that incor-
porates some of the meditation techniques they will
explore in greater depth in Christian Meditation for
Beginners.

2. Ask the participants to close their eyes and
relax. After a few seconds read Mark 6:30–32. This
passage tells the story of Jesus and the disciples go-
ing away to rest for a while.

3. Invite the participants to be silent for 3 min-
utes. Explain that in their silence they are to focus
on their own breathing, trying to deepen it until they
feel relaxed and peaceful. Then lead them through
the following meditation:

D

C
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ChristianMeditation
for Beginners

A COURSE DESCRIPTION

Christian Meditation for Beginners is a course that explores different ways
to engage in a prayer form that is both challenging and rewarding. The follow-
ing description of the program can help you make a decision about your
willingness to participate.
◆ Three regular sessions. As with other minicourses in the Horizons

Program, Christian Meditation for Beginners has three regular sessions.
The primary focus of these sessions is on learning new skills and different
techniques of meditation. It also presents you with opportunities to talk
about your experiences with different meditation techniques. And finally,
during these sessions we gather as believing friends to pray together and
share experiences of God.

◆ Supplementary private meditation exercises. Each participant will
receive a booklet entitled A Guide for Meditation. In addition to some
material that we will use in the sessions, the booklet contains four recom-
mended and three optional meditation exercises for each intervening
week of the course. As part of your commitment to the course, you are
expected to do at least the four recommended exercises in between
sessions 1 and 2 and the four recommended exercises in between ses-
sions 2 and 3. Each exercise should take about 15 minutes. You are also
strongly encouraged to do the optional exercises.

◆ Formal contract. At the end of the first session you will be invited to
sign a formal contract. By signing this contract you agree to participate
fully in Christian Meditation for Beginners. Your signed contract will
also be signed by some of the leaders in our parish and returned to you 
at the closing session.

The dates and times for the three regular sessions are listed below:

Session 1:

Session 2: 

Session 3:

If you have any questions about Christian Meditation for Beginners, please

call _______________________________________________________________.

Handout A: Permission to reproduce this handout for program use is granted. 23

Evaluation

Take a few moments after the orientation session to evaluate how it went.
Think about the following questions and write your thoughts in the spaces
provided, for future reference:

1. What really worked well in this session?

2. What would make this session better next time?

3. What other thoughts do you have about the design, the flow, and the re-
sults of the session?

22 Christian Meditation for Beginners

✒



Getting Started 25

Background for the Teacher

Though the concept of meditation is probably fa-
miliar to the participants, the actual practice of med-
itative prayer could be a new experience for them.
They may be a little unsure and somewhat appre-
hensive about what they have gotten themselves
into! But these are young people who are curious
about the topic. They chose to take Christian Medi-
tation for Beginners, knowing that it would require a
significant personal commitment. In other words,
you are dealing with a motivated group of people
who probably do not need to be convinced that this
course will be interesting and could be beneficial to
them. In fact, they will be eager to get into medita-
tion exercises as soon as possible. It is important to
take advantage of their initial enthusiasm.

The purpose of this first session is primarily to
set the stage, that is, to provide a context where ef-
fective meditation can happen, in addition to lead-
ing the participants through some simple exercises.
The basic questions of when, where, why, and how
will be answered. In the process, hopefully, some of
the participants’ initial apprehensions will be de-
fused, and they will approach the supplementary
exercises for the coming week with a sense of confi-
dence.

The session plan is written with the presumption
that an orientation session was held. Still, as with
other courses in the Horizons Program, the session
begins with brief introductions. Even though the
topic of Christian Meditation for Beginners is highly
personal, the young people must be familiar enough
with one another to comfortably enter into group
discussions about their meditation experiences. Af-
ter the introductions, the participants get right into
the topic by experiencing a meditation as the open-
ing prayer. A short presentation on prayer and med-
itation is the only teacher input for the session. This
is followed by an exercise in which the participants
discuss and experience some of the elements of
prayer, such as place and posture. The session closes
with a prayer service in which the young people are
invited to sign a formal contract, indicating their
personal commitment to fully participate in Chris-
tian Meditation for Beginners. As a co-learner in the
course, you are encouraged to do the same.

Even though the participants are coming to you
with an attitude of openness, this first session is still
important to maintaining that outlook. Young peo-
ple who sense that the atmosphere is cold and im-
personal will not be as open to new experiences.

Therefore, perhaps the most important thing you
can do to get ready for this session is to prepare a
space that is comfortable, warm, inviting, and con-
ducive to this unique prayer form.

Preparation

Materials Needed

❑ name tags
❑ newsprint and markers
❑ masking tape
❑ a copy of the learner’s booklet, A Guide for Medi-

tation, for each participant
❑ straight-back chairs, such as sturdy folding

chairs or stacking chairs (optional)
❑ a tape or CD player, and reflective music
❑ blank paper
❑ a copy of handout 1–A, “Meditation Contract,”

for each participant
❑ a pen for each participant
❑ a Bible, candles, and other desired elements for

the closing prayer service
❑ matches

Other Necessary Preparations

Prepare to lead this session by doing the following
things and checking them off as you accomplish
them:
❑ For step A. Copy onto newsprint the sentence

starters from step A.
❑ For step B. Practice the centering meditation, as

directed in step B.
❑ For step C. Reproduce on newsprint the diagram

in step B.
❑ For step C. Prepare to give the presentation on

prayer in your own words.
❑ For step D. List on newsprint the phrases from

step D.
❑ For step D. Prepare to give the presentation on

the elements of prayer in your own words.
❑ For step F. Practice the various options for prayer

postures outlined in the session plan.
❑ For step G. Read through the supplementary ex-

ercises for the coming week.

Q

Q

Objectives

• To establish procedures that will be followed for
all gatherings

• To introduce the young people to the basic com-
ponents of effective meditation

• To help them become comfortable with the
group dimension of the meditation program

Session Steps

A. an introduction to the course (20 minutes)
B. an opening prayer and meditation experience

(10 minutes)
C. a presentation on prayer (10 minutes)
D. a discussion exercise on the elements of prayer

(15 minutes)
E. a break (10 minutes)
F. an experience of the elements of prayer (25 min-

utes)
G. a preview of supplementary exercises (15 min-

utes)
H. contracting and closing prayer (15 minutes)

Getting Started
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2. Gather the participants in a circle. Explain
that for group meditation, it is advisable that all the
participants assume the same prayer posture as a
sign of their unity. Decide on a posture that will be
comfortable for everyone and instruct the group to
assume that position. Some possibilities include sit-
ting in a straight-back chair, lying down, sitting
cross-legged in a circle, or sitting upright against a
hard surface.

3. After the participants are settled in their prayer
posture, begin playing the reflective music softly.
Lead the participants through the following center-
ing exercise. The ellipses indicate a pause in the in-
structions.

• Close your eyes, and take a moment to relax
your body. Identify any part of your body that
seems particularly tense. Tighten the muscles in
that part of your body, become conscious of the
tension there and then allow the muscles to re-
lax. . . .

Now become aware of your breathing. . . .
Spend a minute or two steadying the rate of
your breathing and deepening it. . . . Now
imagine that the air you are breathing in is
charged with the power and the presence of
God. . . . Think of the air as an immense
ocean that surrounds you . . . an ocean heavi-
ly colored with God’s presence and God’s being.
. . . While you draw the air into your lungs,
you are drawing God in as well. . . .

As you exhale, imagine that you are breath-
ing out all your distractions, your concerns,
your fears, your negative feelings. . . . Imagine
that you see your whole body becoming radiant
and alive through this process of breathing in
God’s life-giving Spirit and breathing out all
those things that keep you from being one with
God. . . . Rest in the peace of God’s loving
presence. (Adapted from de Mello, Sadhana, 
pp. 36–37)

4. When you have finished leading the partici-
pants through the centering exercise, allow them to
meditate for a minute or two longer. Then gently
invite the participants to thank God in their heart
for this time of prayer.

5. Briefly process the experience of group medi-
tation with the participants. Ask them to freely
share how they felt during the meditation or how
they feel now after it. Invite suggestions from them
on how you might change the experience next time.

Presentation: Prayer 
(10 minutes)

Before the session. Reproduce onto newsprint the
diagram below:

Prepare to give the presentation on prayer in your
own words. The information covered in this presen-
tation is basic to understanding meditation as a form
of prayer. Keep it brief and to the point, but if time
allows, add anecdotes and examples from your own
experience to make the presentation come alive.

1. You may want to begin by assuring the par-
ticipants that this will be one of the few times in
the entire course that you will be talking “at them,”
but that this is necessary in order to cover a lot of
information as quickly as possible. Explain that you
will be talking about prayer as different forms of
communication with God. Then express the follow-
ing ideas in your own words:
• Defining prayer is difficult because there are so

many different definitions. As children we may
have been told that prayer is simply talking to
God. One of the problems with such a defini-
tion is that it seems one-sided; it sounds as if we
are doing all the work, all the talking.

• Prayer can be defined as communication with
God in a relationship of love. The word commu-
nication implies a unity between persons, a give-
and-take kind of sharing. The word relationship
extends the notion of communication. Prayer is
more than mouthing words and hoping for
some mysterious sign from on high. A relation-
ship with God implies the existence of a God
who is reachable, who is in touch with us.

• Real prayer must be founded on the firm convic-
tion that God cares enough about us to want to
communicate with us. It is the nature of all love
to want to share with another person. If we be-
lieve that God loves us, then that love demands
similar expression. If we do not believe that
there is a God who loves us, the whole idea of
prayer becomes foolish. In prayer we experience
our deepest self in touch with the deepest di-
mensions of life.

COpening Teacher Prayer

Before the first session take a few moments to gath-
er your thoughts and center yourself. Read the verse
from Psalm 46 a few times, deepening your breath
each time until you feel relaxed and focused. Then
allow yourself a few moments to simply “be still” in
the presence of God.

“Be still, and know that I am God!” (Ps. 46:10)

Conclude with a simple prayer for God’s grace or
the following invocation as you face this new be-
ginning:

Breath of Life, move in me.
Power of Life, be with me.
Spirit of Life, flow from me.
Amen.

Procedure

Introduction and 
Expectations (20 minutes)

Before the session. Copy onto newsprint the fol-
lowing sentence starters:
• I hope that in this course we will . . .
• Some rules we should follow in order for this

course to be successful are . . .

1. As the participants arrive make sure each per-
son is introduced to the others and allow for some
small talk. Gather the participants and introduce
yourself if they do not know you. Then ask them to
re-introduce themselves to the rest of the group by
stating their name and briefly answering the fol-
lowing questions: 
• When and where was the last time you were qui-

et and alone with your thoughts for more than a
minute or two? What time of day was it?

• What attracted you to this course?

2. Ask the participants to think about how they
would complete the phrase “Meditation is . . .”
Give them a few seconds to come up with an an-
swer, then ask for feedback. Their answers might
touch on definitions, stereotypes, or impressions of 
the art of meditation. It is not necessary for every-
one to give an answer, but get as many people in-

A

volved in the discussion as possible. Explain that
you will offer a definition of meditation later in the
session.

3. If you chose not to use the orientation ses-
sion, present a description of the program. Allow
time for questions, then proceed with the opening
prayer.

If the young people participated in the orienta-
tion session, ask them if they have any further ques-
tions about the program. Respond to their questions
as clearly and specifically as possible. Then divide
the participants into pairs or small groups. Display
the newsprint that you prepared before the session
and tell the groups to brainstorm their answers to
the sentence starters about expectations and rules.
Share the results with the large group.

4. Give each person a copy of the Guide for Med-
itation and explain that it will be used in all three
sessions of the course, as well as for the exercises in
between sessions. Allow a minute for the participants
to browse through the booklet. Tell them to write
their name and phone number on the back cover.
Call their attention to the blank pages at the end of
the guide, labeled “Odds and Ends.” Explain that
these pages are for their notes and reflections.

Opening Prayer 
and Meditation Experience 
(10 minutes)

Before the session. Practice the centering medita-
tion so that you can read it in a tone that is un-
hurried, clear, smooth, and relaxing. Consult the 
introduction to the course for directions on leading
guided meditations.

1. Explain to the participants that each session
includes a period of silent group meditation. The
procedure changes from one gathering to the next.
The pattern for group meditation is as follows:
• For session 1. Five minutes of silent meditation,

with quiet background music to help alleviate
tension

• For session 2. Five minutes with natural sounds
and with the meditators in a different posture

• For session 3. Seven minutes without background
music

B
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• An appropriate time of day for the individual. Every-
one has his or her own biological clock, a kind of
built-in system that makes some people morning
people and others, night owls. Effective medita-
tion requires that a person be alert and aware of
the surroundings. Another goal for this week is
for each person to determine his or her own best
time.

• The proper posture. Through the centuries mas-
ters of meditation have discovered a variety of
physical postures that are conducive to medita-
tion. In order to meditate effectively each per-
son must decide which posture is best for her or
him.

• The ability to center through relaxation and deep
breathing. Relaxation and deep breathing are
two basic meditation techniques that help peo-
ple get in touch with their center in preparation
for communication with God. Various centering
approaches will be practiced throughout this
course.

• An awareness of and openness to God. In many
ways awareness of the presence of God is both a
goal and a by-product of all the other elements
of meditation. This awareness also includes the
ability to listen to God, to comprehend what
God is revealing in prayer.

Invite questions, particularly if you sense that
some of the young people are confused by any of
this information. Tell the participants that after the
break they will begin exploring these elements of
meditative prayer to help them discern their per-
sonal preferences.

Break (10 minutes)

During the break. Choose four participants to
read passages from the Scriptures during the closing
prayer. Allow them to read over their assigned verses.

Exercise: Experiencing the
Elements of Prayer (25 minutes)

During this time you will lead the participants
through focused reflection and discussion on three
of the basic elements of prayer—place, time, and
posture. The goal is to provide them with the kind
of general information that will make their first
week with the program an enjoyable experience.
You will introduce them to options for each of the

F

E

three elements, which they are to consider on their
own or, if necessary, discuss with the group. They
are then to make some initial decisions about how
they as individuals will deal with these elements as
they begin their meditations.

1. Point out the page at the beginning of their
booklet, A Guide for Meditation, that includes a space
to jot down notes about their own preferences as
they begin to make decisions about their own med-
itation style.

2. Ask the young people to recall their answers
to the questions you asked at the beginning of the
session: When and where was the last time they
were quiet and alone with their thoughts for more
than a minute or two? What time of day was it?
Point out that they may have already begun to de-
termine their preferred style for meditation and ex-
plain that for the next few minutes you will be
discussing the various elements and asking them to
think about their own preferences for place, time,
and posture.

Selecting a place for prayer. Express in your own
words the following ideas about selecting a place for
prayer:
• Certainly, many options are available with re-

gard to the place for prayer. In fact, the possibili-
ties are unlimited in the sense that one can pray
in virtually any place. However, it stands to rea-
son that some places are more conducive to
prayer than others. Among the more popular are
the following:
❍ a bedroom located in a part of the house

where some privacy is possible
❍ a room of the house that is available for dec-

orating in a way conducive to prayer, for ex-
ample, with low lighting and candles

❍ a natural setting, such as a forest, a creek, or
a hilltop. Nearly all geographical areas have
some place—even a public park or the roof of
an apartment building—that at certain times
(with the obvious limitations of weather) of-
fer an appropriate environment for medita-
tion.

❍ a chapel or a church—options that are per-
haps not as obvious as one might imagine.
We tend to think of churches as reserved for
public, communal worship rather than for
private prayer. Yet few places inspire private
prayer more than a beautiful church.

2. For the next part of your presentation, refer
to the diagram of concentric circles that you pre-
pared before the session. Continue by paraphrasing
the following ideas:
• The two sets of concentric circles represent two

individuals. The outer circle represents our con-
tact with the physical world: the ground we walk
on, the trees we bump into, the strangers we pass
without a word. The next circle represents the
first level of personal relationships—the level on
which people move beyond just physical contact
and begin to develop communication and friend-
ship with others. Finally, the interior circle repre-
sents our contact with the dimension of life that
is most interior and mysterious. It is at this inte-
rior level that ultimately we find and experience
God in the most personal and intimate way.

• It is also at the interior or innermost level that
people are most personally and intimately in
touch with others, demonstrated by the line
connecting the center circles. It is in the experi-
ence of love that we can relate on the level of
our center, our deepest self. It is also on this lev-
el of love that we become one with God.

• Many contemporary writers in spirituality use
the term centering for that action or activity of
getting in touch with our deepest self. Basically
that is what is being referred to here—the process
or experience of being in touch with our own
center.

3. Explain that there are almost as many differ-
ent forms of prayer as there are definitions of it. The
many forms of private prayer—as distinct from
communal prayer like the Mass—can be summa-
rized under three categories. Describe the following
in your own words:
• Conversation. Simply speaking to God and lis-

tening creatively (something that is essential to
all conversation) to God’s response

• Meditation. A more structured attempt to get in
touch with and communicate with God, to cen-
ter our heart and thoughts on the Mystery that
is God, and to reflect more deliberately on what
God is trying to reveal to us about ourself and
the mysteries of life

• Contemplation. What some writers call “resting
in God,” the experience of not needing words,
not consciously analyzing or reflecting on the
reality of God but simply yet profoundly being in
God

Discussion Exercise: 
Elements of Prayer (15 minutes)

This exercise introduces the young people to the
three basic elements of prayer—place, time, and pos-
ture—and the options available for each. The par-
ticipants can begin to make some decisions about
personal preferences in each of these areas.

Before the session. List on newsprint the follow-
ing phrases:
• an appropriate place
• an appropriate time of day
• the proper posture
• an ability to center
• an awareness of and openness to God

Prepare to give a presentation on the elements
of prayer in your own words.

1. Divide the participants into three smaller
groups. Assign each group one of the following ele-
ments of prayer: place, time, and posture. Tell them
that they have 5 minutes to come up with three ex-
amples of that element that are conducive to medi-
tation, and three situations involving that element
that would make meditation difficult. You may want
to give examples such as the following: a quiet room
is a good place to meditate; a rock concert is not.
Provide blank paper and pens and ask someone in
each group to take notes.

2. After 5 minutes ask the participants to share
the results of their discussion. Some of the sugges-
tions may be rather humorous and may add some
levity to an otherwise subdued session. Welcome
these suggestions just as any others.

3. Display the newsprint list of the elements of
prayer that you prepared before the session. Note
that the participants have already begun to explore
the first three elements on the list, that is, the phys-
ical necessities for effective meditation. The last two
elements are the mental necessities. Present the five
elements by explaining the following points in your
own words:
• An appropriate place. When friends need to talk,

they need privacy, an environment that helps
them relax and focus on each other. The same
need exists in meditation. One goal for this week
is for each person to create their own sacred
space in which to practice meditating.

D
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3. Close this experience of elements of prayer
by noting that the other two elements identified—
centering techniques and listening to God—will be
experienced and discussed throughout the program.
As usual, allow for any questions that participants
may want to ask.

Preview of Supplementary
Exercises (15 minutes)

Before the session. Read through the recommend-
ed and optional meditations for the coming week.
Jot down any additional information that you feel
might be helpful for the participants, given your
understanding of their needs.

1. Remind the participants of the supplemen-
tary component to Christian Meditation for Beginners
that involves doing some work on their own in be-
tween sessions. They are expected to go through the
recommended meditation exercises on four differ-
ent days between this session and the next one.
Note that optional exercises are also included for
those who want to do more.

2. Ask the participants to turn to the supple-
mentary exercises in their booklet, beginning on
page 9. Point out that the meditations are organized
into two sections, one for each of the first two 
sessions. Each section begins with introductory
comments and then presents four recommended ex-
ercises and three optional exercises. Tell the young
people to find each section. Ask them to read the
introductory comments fo week 1 as part of their
first day of meditating in the coming week.

3. Go through each recommended and option-
al meditation with the group, allowing the partici-
pants to ask questions if they need to. Point out the
limited journal writing that accompanies some of
the exercises. Strongly encourage them to go be-
yond the four recommended exercises and do the
optional ones as well.

4. Draw attention to the page marked Things
Worth Sharing for week 1. Note that before the next
session, they should spend a little time jotting
down their answers to those questions. This page
will be the basis of discussion at the beginning of
the next session.

G

Contracting and 
Closing Prayer (15 minutes)

The closing prayer service is also a commitment ser-
vice. During this time you will be asking the young
people to sign a formal contract indicating their
willingness to participate fully in Christian Medita-
tion for Beginners. If you made it clear all along that
participation in this course must be entirely volun-
tary, this is also a time to allow those who have de-
cided that they cannot fulfill the requirements to
bow out gracefully. This option is especially neces-
sary if no orientation session was held.

To guide the closing prayer for this session, you
may wish to sit on the floor behind a table, such as
a coffee table, with the participants gathered about
you on the floor. Have a candle or two, a religious
artifact such as a crucifix, and a Bible on the table.
You may want to play the same reflective music
that you used for the opening period of meditation.

Before the session. Make a copy of handout 1–A,
“Meditation Contract,” for each participant. Con-
sider copying the contract onto parchment or cer-
tificate paper to give the young people a sense of its
importance.

In a Bible, mark the following scriptural pas-
sages. At break time, choose four participants to
read the passages in the order in which they are list-
ed and allow them a minute or two to look over
their assigned verses.
• Mark 1:35
• Matt. 7:7–11
• John 11:41–42
• Matt. 26:36–39

1. Distribute a copy of the contract to each par-
ticipant. Make sure they have a pen with which to
sign it, but ask them to put it aside for the moment.

Begin the prayer service by recalling Jesus’ prom-
ise: “‘For where two or three are gathered together
in my name, I am there among them’” (Matt. 18:20).
Then say a short spontaneous prayer of your own,
calling to mind the presence of God and asking the
Spirit to be with the group, both during this time of
commitment to the course as well as throughout
the next two weeks of prayer and meditation.

2. Tell the participants that as in all other areas
of Christian life, Jesus is our model for prayer. Ask
them to listen to selected passages from the Scrip-
tures, which reflect the primary role prayer played

HNext, ask the participants to take a moment to
reflect on all the places for prayer that are reason-
ably available to them, that is, places they can ex-
pect to have easy access to on a daily basis. For
example, they probably should not choose their par-
ish church unless they live near it.

Tell the participants to turn to page 6 of their
booklet, where the options are listed. After a minute
or so, ask them to make an initial decision about
where they will begin to meditate and check that
box. Invite participants to share their choices with
the rest of the group.

As an aside, explain that in the directions for the
supplemental meditations in the learner’s booklet,
the presumption is that they will be meditating in a
special space in their house, one that they will be
able to prepare just for this purpose. In fact, the first
meditation period is devoted to creating such a
space. Acknowledge that on occasion they may de-
cide to meditate somewhere else.

Selecting a time for prayer. Express the following
ideas about selecting a time for prayer in your own
words:
• Although the Scriptures tell us to pray always,

some times of the day may seem more con-
ducive to prayer than others. Two times tradi-
tionally preferred for prayer are early morning or
late at night, just before bedtime. Yet some indi-
viduals may find both of these times unworkable;
for instance, the person who takes hours to wake
up or the one who passes out as soon as he or she
gets near a bed. For such people, a time at mid-
day may work best, perhaps stopping briefly at
church on their way home from school. Or they
might find that the time immediately after sup-
per is appropriate for prayer—just before study-
ing or finishing some household chores—when
they can be alone without feeling uncomfortable
about it.

Again, provide a minute or two for reflection,
and then ask the participants to jot down the time
of day they initially feel will be best for their medi-
tation periods. Invite them to share their answers
with the rest of the group.

Encourage the young people to practice with dif-
ferent times of the day during the supplemental
meditation exercises during the week. However, if
they are already convinced that a particular time is
best for them, tell them they should feel free to
stick with that throughout the week.

Selecting a posture for prayer. During this part of
the discussion, the participants actively engage in
each posture described. They will be able to practice
each posture only for a minute or two, but this
should be enough time for them to come to an ini-
tial decision on which posture they prefer.

Tell the participants that experts in meditation
have identified at least five basic physical postures
that are best suited for meditation. As you describe
each posture, ask them to practice it for 1 minute.
Note that they may keep their eyes open but direct-
ed straight ahead, opened only slightly, or closed
completely. They will have to experiment to find
which way works best for them. The five postures
are the following:
• Kneel with the back straight and the hands fold-

ed in front of the body, the hands resting on
something—perhaps a chair or couch—to give
support and aid balance.

• Kneel, but allow the body to relax with the but-
tocks resting on the heels of the feet. The back
remains straight, and the hands are allowed to
rest on the thighs, often with the palms turned
upward in a gesture of openness to God.

• Sit in a firm, straight-backed chair, the upper
body erect, the feet together and firmly on the
floor, the hands gently resting on the lap, with
the palms facing upward. [You will need to pro-
vide appropriate chairs for this posture; sturdy
stacking or folding chairs will work well.] Some
people prefer to sit on the edge of the chair rath-
er than with their back against the back of the
chair.

• Recline on the floor, either on the back or the
belly, but in such a way that you feel relaxed yet
attentive. The body should be straight, the legs
not crossed, and the hands in a relaxed but
prayerful position. [For obvious reasons this pos-
ture is the most likely to induce sleep.]

• Sit on the floor in the famous lotus position: the
legs folded close to the body, the back straight—
perhaps held so against a wall—the hands resting
on the knees with upraised palms. Most people
can only do a modified version of this posture,
as they do not normally have the flexibility to
assume the traditional version.

After the participants have experienced all five
postures, ask them to find the list of these positions
in their booklet. They should then rank these pos-
tures in terms of their apparent effectiveness for
them, admitting that they will need practice before
making a final decision. The participants should then
choose the posture they want to start with this week.
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Evaluation

Take a few moments after the session to evaluate how it went. Think about the
following questions and write your thoughts in the spaces provided for future
reference:

1. What really worked well in this session?

2. What would make this session better next time?

3. What would you change about the environment?

✒in Jesus’ life. Tell the young people who volunteered
to read the passages to do so at this time, in order,
slowly and prayerfully.

3. After the readings put the following com-
ments in your own words:
• One of the goals for anyone who seriously wants

a relationship with God is to learn to pray with
the same conviction of God’s love that Jesus
had. But such prayer takes work. Like any skill,
meditation takes real effort and practice. If this
program is to be effective, each person must
make a firm commitment to themselves, to God,
and to other participants. That is the purpose of
the contract.

4. Read through the contract aloud, asking the
participants to read along. When you are done in-
vite them to spend a moment in silent prayer, ask-
ing God to help them live out the commitment
they are about to make. When they feel ready the
participants should sign their contract. Make it clear
that those who do not think they can commit to
full participation in Christian Meditation for Begin-
ners should sign at the bottom of the page.

After all have made their decision, invite them
to slowly come forward to present their contract by
laying it on the table or next to the Bible. You may
wish to shake each person’s hand at this time as an-
other sign of the commitment you are making to
one another. If the group is small enough, consider
inviting the signer to shake hands with every 
person in the group. Remember to sign a contract
yourself.

5. Close the service by asking everyone to share
the prayer that Jesus taught us, the Lord’s Prayer.
You may wish to join hands for the prayer.

Note: Remind the participants to bring their
booklet to the next session.

Alternative Approaches

After reading through the session plan, you may
choose to do some things differently or make addi-
tions to an activity. Consider your time first, and
then these alternative approaches:

For step A. If an orientation was not held, con-
sider using the mixer activity in step A of the orien-
tation session. After simple introductions use the
Scripture verse mixer and then the word association
exercise from the orientation. Continue with the
two questions listed in the introduction step of this
session plan and the brainstorming on the sentence
starter “Meditation is. . . .” Also consider using the
suggestion in the Alternative Approaches section of
the orientation session.

Note, however, that if you choose to expand this
opening step, you may need to make some adjust-
ments in the rest of the schedule.

For step G. Consider asking for volunteers to
preview the supplementary exercises for the second
week. Assign each volunteer one or more of the rec-
ommended exercises. Include the optional exercises
if you have enough volunteers. Ask them to read
through the exercise and be ready to describe it to
the rest of the participants at the next session.

Before the next session. Send postcards re-
minding participants to bring their Guide for Medi-
tation to the next session. Also, suggest that they
spend a few minutes looking at the Things Worth
Sharing page before the session.

Closing Prayer and Evaluation

Closing Teacher Prayer

Recall the verse from Psalm 46 that you prayed at
the beginning of this session: “‘Be still, and know
that I am God!’” (46:10). Once again, allow yourself
a few moments of peaceful silence to consciously
“be still” in the presence of God. Conclude with the
following prayer:

Silent God, I treasure this time now ending,
the time of exploration,
the time of joyful chatter,
the time of silent prayer.
Go with me now, as I return to the flow of

daily life. Prepare me for what I shall find, for
what is to come, and be with me as I return to
the crowded and noisy crossroads of my life.
Amen.
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