
The Jesus Prayer 
(Also known as the Prayer of the Heart) 

 

What is it? 

 Thomas Merton beautifully described this prayer as “the practice of keeping the name 

of Jesus ever present in the ground of one’s being.” One repeats the petition of the 

beggar on the road to Jericho, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me,” over and over, in 

rhythm with the breath “with deep and simple concentration from the heart.” 

 It is an ancient prayer formulated in the Eastern Orthodox Christian tradition in 

response to Paul’s admonition to “pray without ceasing.” —1 Thessalonians 5:17 

NRSV 

 To solve the scriptural riddle of unceasing prayer, the earliest pioneers of the Christian 

spiritual life “discovered” practices that later coalesced into the Jesus prayer. The prayer 

integrates the following five elements 

1. The name of Jesus 

2. The desire for God’s mercy and healing presence 

3. Continual repetition of a word or short phrase from scripture 

4. Awareness of the body, especially the rhythm of breath or heartbeat 

5. Recognition that God cannot be known with words; God is encountered 

in silence. 

 The Jesus Prayer is also known as the Prayer of the Heart. Rather than praying with just 

the head, the prayer of the heart seeks to engage the whole human person in prayer. By 

repeating a phrase from scripture over and over, the practitioner bypasses the distracting 

activity of mental prayer to commune with God in the quiet inner places hidden deep 

inside their beings. 

Why is it important? 

 Often when we pray, we try to mentally formulate a string of words to get some point 

across to God. However, when we pray only with the mind, or intellect, we pray with 

only a fragment of our whole self. When we pray with the heart, we pray with all our 

being. We offer all of who we are to the hope of divine encounter. 

 In the Judeo–Christian tradition, the heart is not just the center of our emotional life. 

Biblically, the word “heart” refers to the whole person—it is the coordinating center 

that integrates mind, body, emotions, will, and moral choices. This is the place deep 

within us where human and divine meet. This is the place for our prayers to take root in 

God. 

 The Jesus Prayer is “incarnational.” By focusing on the name of Jesus, the embodiment 

of God in human flesh according to the Christian tradition, we affirm that Christ lives in 

us too. It reminds us that having a body is good; it celebrates being alive in the universe; 

it recognizes that the Spirit of God breathes in and through all created things, including 

us. 



 The Jesus Prayer was originally uttered by the beggar as a prayer for healing (Jesus 

hears him and heals his blindness). When we pray with the heart, with the whole self, 

we seek healing for the whole person. 

 If the heart really encompasses ALL aspects of who we are as an individual, then it also 

extends beyond our immediate self to include our relationships with others. When we 

pray with the heart, then, we are praying not only for ourselves but for those we carry in 

our hearts—our family, our friends and colleagues, casual acquaintances, or even 

people unknown to us with whom we are, nevertheless, intimately connected. Indeed, 

praying with the heart in the empty space where God is always present, is praying for 

the world. 

Scripture Reflections 

 Pray without ceasing.—1 Thessalonians 5:17 NRSV 

 They came to Jericho…Bartimaeus son of Timaeus, a blind beggar, was sitting by the 

roadside. When he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout out and say, 

“Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” Many sternly ordered him to be quiet, but he 

cried out even more loudly, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” Jesus stood still and 

said, “Call him here.” And they called the blind man, saying to him, “Take heart; get 

up, he is calling you.”— Mark 10:46–49 NRSV 

 [This is] the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations…Christ 

in you.—Colossians 1:26–27 NRSV  

The Practice 

1. Before you begin, choose which version of the Jesus Prayer feels right for you. The 

traditional form of the Jesus Prayer appropriates the petition of the beggar on the road to 

Jericho, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God (or Son of David), have mercy on me, a 

sinner.” However, shorter phrases that focus on the name of Jesus and the desire for 

God’s mercy are more appropriate. “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me;” or “Jesus, 

Son of David, have mercy on me;” or “Jesus, have mercy on me” capture the essence of 

the prayer and are easily adapted to the rhythm of one’s breathing. Simply invoking the 

name “Jesus” or the single word “mercy” (as in Centering Prayer) are also 

recommended alternatives. 

2. Find a comfortable prayer–meditation position. Let your breathing become relaxed and 

easy. Without forcing it, allow the rhythm of your breath to gradually slow and deepen. 

By paying attention to your breath, you promote a quiet, interior awareness. With 

practice, you can become quiet enough to sense your heart beating without even taking 

your pulse! 

3. Let the words “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” (or an 

alternative phrase, see above) take form in your mind. You might imagine yourself 

looking into your heart and carrying your thoughts from your head down into your 

heart. 

4. Gradually fit the words of the prayer to the natural rhythm of your breath. For example, 

internally say the words “Lord Jesus Christ” as you inhale and “Have mercy on me” as 

you exhale. Alternatively, you might breathe in with silence and then mentally utter the 

prayer phrase with each breath out. You can also try softly vocalizing the words. 



5. Remember, this prayer is not intended for rational analysis of content and words. 

Refrain as best you can from having a conversation with yourself about the words you 

are saying, their meaning for your life, and so on 

6. Once the Jesus Prayer establishes itself in your heart you may find, as other 

practitioners of the prayer have reported, that the prayer will begin to “pray itself” 

inside you. The words invoking the name of Jesus and God’s compassionate presence 

may spontaneously surface as you go about daily tasks. You may find yourself 

repeating them as you do your shopping or while you wait at a stoplight. They may 

even come to inhabit your dreams. Then you will be praying “without ceasing.” 

7. Continue silently praying the Jesus Prayer together for a minimum of five to ten 

minutes. 

 

Additional Resources and Reflections 

The desert fathers and mothers who first articulated the various elements of the Jesus Prayer sought to imitate 

Jesus’ life in the wildernesses of Egypt, Syria, and Palestine in the early centuries of the church. 

Monks living in Greece, Romania, and Russia later distilled their wisdom into the present prayer form. It was 

introduced to the West by Russian émigrés in the twentieth century. The Jesus Prayer is embraced and taught by 

many contemporary Christian spiritual teachers including Henri Nouwen, Thomas Merton, Madeleine L’Engle, 

Sue Monk Kidd, and many others. 

Various instructions for the Prayer of the Heart as described by the great teachers from the Eastern Christian 

tradition are found in a collection of texts called the Philokalia. However, you don’t have to read this more 

technical collection to find out more about this prayer form. A spiritual classic, The Way of a Pilgrim, distills 

much of the wisdom of the Philokalia into a charming narrative form. A few classic descriptions of the Jesus 

Prayer follow to help you get a better sense of the practice. 

• “Sit down alone and in silence. Lower your head, shut your eyes, breathe out gently, and imagine yourself 

looking into your own heart. Carry your mind, that is, your thoughts, from your head to your heart. As you 

breathe out, say ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.’ Say it moving your lips gently, or simply say it in your 

mind. Try to put all other thoughts aside. Be calm, be patient, and repeat the process very frequently.”—Symeon 

the New Theologian 

• “I will remind you of only one thing: one must descend with the mind into the heart, and there stand before the 

face of the Lord, ever present, all seeing within you. The prayer takes a firm and steadfast hold, when a small 

fire begins to burn in the heart. Try not to quench this fire, and it will become established in such a way that the 

prayer repeats itself: and then you will have within you a small murmuring stream.”—Theophan the Recluse 

• “Let the remembrance of Jesus be present with your every breath.”—John Climacus 
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