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The Apostle Paul exhorts us to “Pray without ceasing.”
  The Fathers of the Church teach that spiritual growth comes through unceasing prayer.  In the marvelous spiritual work, The Arena, St. + Ignatius (Brianchaninov) (+1867) counsels that one “who wishes to avoid all error in practising the Jesus Prayer should test himself and his exercises by frequently reading the following writings of the Fathers:”

Then he lists several:
The Article on Sobriety (Sobriety or Vigilance – The Philokalia, Vol. 2 of the Russ. translation) by St. Hesychius of Jerusalem; (2) The Chapters on Sobriety [same source] by St. Philotheus of Sinai; (3) The Discourses on Secret Activity in Christ by St. Theoleptus, Metropolitan of Philadelphia; (4) The Works of St. Symeon the New Theologian and St. Gregory of Sinai; (5) The Articles of St. Nicephorus and the writings of Saints Kallistus and Ignatius Xanthopoulos; (6) The Traditions of St. Nile Sorsky; (7) St. Dorotheus’ Symposium, etc.

The practise of the Jesus Prayer is also integrally connected to the hesychasm of the fourteenth century Saint Gregory Palamas.
So, what is it?

“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.”

It is a simple, but profoundly humble, prayer and is to be repeated continuously from the inner heart.  Yet, it is not just a mechanistic exercise.  One’s mind and heart unite during this prayer, but this result, if achieved, is by God’s grace:

“The essence of the matter consists in the union of the mind with the heart during prayer, and this is achieved by the grace of God in its own time, determined by God.”
 
The technique of the Jesus Prayer is not what causes the union of heart and mind.  No mere technique can do this.  “It is the result of grace; it is the fruit of the Holy Spirit…”
 
Our hearts and minds are separated because of our falling into sin.  But Divine grace can join together the separated parts and unite the mind with the heart and soul and even the body, fusing them into singularity- a devotion and yearning for God.
  
St. Gregory of Sinai links the Jesus Prayer to the sacrament of baptism.  Prayer is the manifestation of baptism.  The purpose of the Jesus Prayer is to reveal dynamically and consciously the energy of the Holy Spirit received at baptism.  Through invoking the name of the Lord, we experience the activity of the baptismal grace “directly and consciously”.  It is activated, released , we become fully aware of the baptismal grace that “is present in our hearts merely in a hidden and unconscious manner…”
 
One of the most spiritual encounters with the Jesus Prayer was chronicled in the wanderings of the Pilgrim in The Way of a Pilgrim.  This 33 year old wanderer, carrying his rations of dry bread, Bible and the Philokalia is consumed with St. Paul’s words “Pray without ceasing”.  How to do it won’t leave him alone!  He travels through Russia and Siberia, learning how to do this hesychast prayer, practicing and on occasion teaching others.  His travels appear to have occurred between 1853-1861.  No one knows his identity.  The manuscript or copy found its way into the hands of a monk on the Holy Mountain, Mt. Athos where the abbot of St. Michael’s Monastery in Kazan copied and printed it at Kazan in 1884.
 
The Pilgrim met an old monk on the road early in his wanderings who thanked God for revealing to the Pilgrim his “unappeasable desire for unceasing interior prayer”.  He counseled him to recognise it as a call from God and be calm:
It has been granted to you to understand that the heavenly light of unceasing interior prayer is attained neither by the wisdom of the world, nor by the mere outward desire for knowledge, but that on the contrary it is found in poverty of spirit and in active experience in simplicity of heart (emphasis supplied).
 
Learning how to pray couldn’t be gleaned from the learnings in school and the world because mystical knowledge was required.  He was not to look to the “vain wisdom” of the world and try to apply a human standard to the Divine.  Good actions didn’t render one capable of prayer; rather, it is “prayer which bears fruit in good works and all the virtues”.  The power is in prayer as stated by St. Paul “I exhort therefore that first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men (emphasis supplied).”
  Prayer comes first, then we can find the Lord.
 
When the pilgrim went with the old monk to his cell, he rendered a spiritual definition of the Jesus Prayer that came from his spiritual connection to the Fathers:

The continuous interior prayer of Jesus is a constant uninterrupted calling upon the divine name of Jesus with the lips, in the spirit, in the heart, while forming a mental picture of His constant presence, and imploring His grace, during every occupation, at all times, in all places, even during sleep.
 
It is preferable to undertake the Jesus Prayer in the spiritual care of an experienced spiritual director; however, in modern times, one might be difficult to find.  Yet, the Jesus Prayer is short, simple and profoundly spiritual.  If we are to utilise it, let’s read the Fathers on it, approach it with simplicity and humility and throw ourselves upon the Lord’s mercy.  We are in a war, fighting major battles throughout our lives on earth, trying to throw off the old man and put on the new one.  Through humility, steadfastness and repentance, we can more adequately combat the beast within ourselves, but we can’t conquer it without God’s grace.

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.
+ In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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