
Practice: Breath Prayer 
 
The breath prayer helps us to be present and is fitting given Merton’s appreciation for Eastern 
Orthodoxy. The Eastern church maintained Christianity’s contemplative dimension much better 
than the Western church, holding the doctrine of theosis, or divinization, central throughout the 
centuries. Theosis emphasizes what church father Irenaeus affirmed as early as the second 
century: “God passed into man so that man might pass over to God.” Christian contemplation 
hinges on the affirmation that by grace we are partakers in the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4). The 
breath prayer, like all contemplative prayer practices, helps us live into that divine nature and 
be a channel for love and mercy in our world. 
 
Breath prayer is an ancient Christian prayer practice dating back to at least the sixth century. 
Historically, it is associated with the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches, and known as the 
Jesus Prayer or Prayer of the Heart. Early practitioners would repeat to the rhythm of their 
breath the phrase, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” In time, the 
prayer was shortened to, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy” or simply, “Jesus, mercy.” 
 
Breath prayer is an example of “praying without ceasing,” as the apostle Paul admonished us to 
do (1 Thessalonians 5:17), and has the potential to become as natural as breathing. It is intended 
to be a very short prayer of praise or petition, just six to eight syllables. The words of the prayer 
can be easily adjusted to your heart’s desire. Praise is expressed by invoking one of the divine 
names such as Yahweh, God, Jesus, Lord, Father, Mother, Christ, or Spirit on the in-breath. You 
may prefer another name of adoration. Your request, intention, or praise is composed of the few 
words following the initial divine invocation and prayed on the out-breath. 
 
Breath prayer is usually recited silently. But some people sing it; others chant it. It’s your 
prayer; pray it your way. You may use breath prayer on the go or as the method for your daily 
spiritual practice in stillness. When praying in stillness, repeat the prayer over and over to the 
rhythm of your breath. Keep your attention on the words of the prayer, like a mantra. If your 
attention wanders, gently return to the words of the prayer. Eventually, the words may fall 
away, the mind becomes still, and you are brought into deeper contemplation. 
 
Begin with five minutes and gradually increase the time to fifteen or twenty minutes as you 
become disciplined with the prayer. You may want to use a timer to free yourself from 
watching the clock. Afterward, some find it useful to write in a journal their experience with the 
prayer. 
 
To begin, close your eyes and recall the line “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). Be 
still, calm, peaceful, open to the presence of God. 
 
With your eyes closed, imagine that God is calling you by name. Imagine that God is actually 
asking, “(Your name), what do you want?” As with the blind man on the road to Jericho (Luke 
18:35), Jesus kindly looks you in the eyes and asks, “What do you want from me?” 
 
Give God a simple and direct answer that comes honestly from your heart. Your answer may be 
one word such as peace or love or help. It may be several words or a phrase such as, “Show me 
the way,” or “Give me peace.” Whatever your answer, it is the foundation of your breath 



prayer. Perhaps you simply want to praise God or express gratitude. Your prayer may be 
something simple like “I adore you,” or “Thank you.” 
 
Select the name that you are most comfortable using to invoke God’s presence. Combine it with 
your request or praise. This is your prayer. 
 
Breathe in your invocation for God. Breathe out your request or praise. 
 
You may need to compose several prayers before you find one that truly arises from your 
deepest desire. So, look carefully at your prayer. Does it reflect the heart of your desire? There’s 
no limit to developing your breath prayer. It may be the same from day to day, or it may 
change. 
 
 Sometimes you may want to reverse the practice. Sit in silence and let the Spirit pray through 
you. Ask for God to reveal your name and God’s desire for you. Consider Isaiah 62:2: “You will 
have a new name that YHWH’s mouth will bestow.” This can be a profound experience. You 
may wind up hearing something like, “Beloved, you are good,” or “Child, rest.” Wait on God 
and see how you may be renewed. 
 
Sample Breath Prayers 
• Jesus, free me. 
• Lord, show me the way. 
• Holy one, heal me. 
• Jesus, have mercy. 
• Holy Wisdom, guide me. 
• Father/Mother (Abba/Amma), let me feel your presence. 
 
For more information visit gravitycenter.com/practice/breath-prayer. 
 
*Taken from Mindful Silence by Phileena Heuertz. Copyright (c) 2018 by Phileena Heuertz. 
Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
  


