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Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers
• In this lecture we will look at the second stream issuing 

from the focus of early Christians on the Lord’s prayer as the 
Christian prayer—the mystical tradition.  We will then 
proceed to examine the remarkable exodus of youth, both 
men and women, to develop a more authentic and intimate 
relationship with God through prayer.  For too long 
Christians, especially Protestants, have viewed this 
development primarily in terms of the ascetic practices 
these devout youth employed to establish an appropriate 
environment for a life of prayer.  Some, admittedly, did go to 
extremes on discipline,  but most did not; they did their best 
to fulfill Jesus’ exhortation to “pray always” or Paul’s to 
“pray without ceasing” as a way to “purity of heart.”



Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers

• Origen was a Neoplatonist.  Indeed, many scholars now 
regard him, along with Plotinus, as a co-founder of 
Neoplatonism.  He fancied himself a biblical interpreter, 
but he was so deeply influenced by Platonism that it is 
difficult to tell the source of certain ideas.  He read into 
the scriptures as much, if not more, than he read out of 
them.  Neoplatonism shaped his ideas of prayer, his 
numerous biblical citations notwithstanding.  Although 
Origen included a section of commentary on the Lord’s 
Prayer, he really took another route in his discussion.  
He composed his treatise On Prayer in 233 at the 
request of wealthy friends and patrons, Ambrose and 
Tatiana (2.1).
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the Desert Fathers and Mothers

• I.  The Mystical Tradition in Origen
– A.  God’s Place in the Picture

• 1. The first God. In Origen’s view the supreme God is 
“absolute unity and simplicity” (Commentary on John 
1.20) and thus above “thought and essence” (Against 
Celsus 7.38).  Thus God can have no contact with the 
world of multiplicity.  So that the world might exist, God 
must have an intermediary between Godself and the 
world.  This intermediary is the divine Logos, who 
“comes between the unbegotten and the being of 
things begotten.” (Against Celsus 3.34.)
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• 2. The second God. Origen differentiated sharply between 

the Logos and the First God.  The Logos is deuteros theos.  
He is the intermediary between the first God and the 
spiritual cosmos.  He can deal with multiplicity because of 
the multiplicity within himself.  “The Father is purely and 
simple one, is absolutely simple,” Origen argued, “whereas 
there is multiplicity in the Saviour, because he was 
pre-ordained by God to make atonement for the whole of 
creation and be its firstfruits; he was One, but for this 
reason he became Many as well.  He was thus able to 
become Light when men [and women] needed light—when 
their sight had grown dim with the darkness and they 
needed a light that they would shine in the darkness and 
not be put out by it.  If they had not been in the dark, he 
would
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• not have become Light.  The fact that he is the First-born of 

the risen dead can be considered from the same angle.”  
(Commentary on John 1.23.)  Origen went on to note the 
many names by which the Word is called in scriptures: 
Wisdom, Word, Truth, Life, Shepherd, Physician, et al.

• This emphasis forced Origen into a subordinationism later 
condemned as heresy.  Father and Son differ in nature and 
not merely in function.  He also failed to distinguish 
between the Logos and individual logikoi.

• 3. God’s unknowability. In Origen’s thought, as in 
Neoplatonism generally, the First God is unknowable.  In line 
with Christian thought, however, Origen went on to affirm
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• that what was impossible for human nature has now 

become possible through the incarnation of the Logos.  It 
has become possible for us to know “the mind of the Lord” 
through Christ (citing Rom 8:26).  The Spirit assists so that 
we both know how and what we ought to pray.

• 4. God’s ubiquity. In commenting on the phrase “Our Father, 
You who are in heaven,” Origen made it a point to 
emphasize that God is not circumscribed by place.  Sayings 
in the scriptures which seem to imply that “must instead be 
understood in a manner that befits grand and spiritual 
conceptions of God.”  (On Prayer 23.1; LCC, II: 283.)  The 
ascension of Jesus was “an ascent of the mind rather than 
the body.” (23.2; LCC, II: 284.)
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– B.  Why Pray?
• Origen spent considerable time on this topic, for he had 

to reply to objections to prayer raised by certain 
Gnostics.  I will list the objections before looking at his 
own reasons.

• 1. Objections to prayer.  Origen cited two:
– a. Since God foreknows everything and thus predetermines it, 

what need is there to pray?

– b. If all things happen according to God’s will and God’s will is 
fixed and unchangeable, prayer is in vain.
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• 2. Origen’s reply: human free will. 

– a. God’s foreknowledge is not the cause of events performed 
by persons with free will.  Rather, “each act of free will is 
adapted to such an arrangement of the whole as the settled 
order of the universe demands. If then each act of free will 
has been known to him, it is a reasonable consequence that 
what has been foreseen by him is arranged by Providence 
suitably for every single person, and that it is understood 
beforehand what so-and-so will pray for, his kind of 
disposition, the nature of his faith, and what he desires to 
happen to him; and, this being understood beforehand, some 
sort of arrangement as this will accordingly have been made in 
the disposing of things: . . . “ (6.3f.; LCC, II: 252.)
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– b. Origen anticipated the problem with reference to nature by 
saying that “Even the sun has a certain free will, inasmuch as 
it, along with the moon, praises God.” (7; LCC, II: 254.)

• 3. The positive case for prayer. Origen’s later discussion 
shows that he connected prayer with life and character.  
At this point, however, he took time to point out the 
benefits of prayer.
– a. First, it profits the person who prays “merely by the settled 

condition involved in praying, when he [or she] has disposed 
himself [or herself] to approach God and speak in [God’s] 
presence as to one who watches over him [or her] and is 
present.” (8.2; LCC, II: 255.)  Origen supports this from 
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– numerous scriptures and adds, “it must needs be that laying 
aside the nature of a soul it becomes spiritual.” (9.2; LCC, II: 
257.)

– b. Second, it benefits in that the person praying “is made more 
capable of union with him who ‘has filled the world,’ even ‘this 
Spirit’ of the Lord, and with him who has ‘filled’ all ‘the earth’ 
and ‘the heaven,’ who speaks thus . . . And further, by means 
of the purification mentioned above, he will participate in the 
prayer of the Word of God, who stands in the midst even of 
those who know him not, and never fails the prayer of 
anyone, but prays to the Father along with him whose 
mediator he is.” (10.2; LCC, II: 258.)
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– c. The angels also pray with us.  Origen makes much of the fact 
that each soul is assigned an angel at baptism.  “At the actual 
time of prayer, being reminded by him who prays of what he 
needs, the angels do all in their power to bring it to good 
effect in virtue of the general command which they have 
received.” (11.4; LCC, II: 260.)

– d. Prayers are answered.  Origen cites both scriptures and 
contemporary experience to prove his point.  He warns, 
however, against selfish and earthly petitions and exhorts his 
readers “to the pursuit of things mystical” (13.4).
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– C.  What Is Prayer?
• 1. In essence. Origen shows considerable depth in his 

definition of prayer.  The aim is, in Paul’s words, to 
“pray without ceasing.”  Origen understands this phrase 
to mean a combining of prayer with needful deeds and 
fitting actions (12.1).

• 2. Its forms. Origen was the first to lay out clearly and 
precisely the forms of prayer implicit in 1 Timothy 2:2 
and to insist that they should be arranged in 
appropriate order: Praise, Thanksgiving, Confession, 
Petition and Intercession, Praise or Commitment (33.1). 
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• 3. Accenting the spiritual. True to his Neoplatonic 

perspective, Origen denigrated “earthly” and 
accentuated “spiritual” things.  “We must pray, 
therefore, we must pray concerning the pre-eminently 
and truly great and heavenly blessings; and as 
concerning the shadows that accompany these 
pre-eminent blessings we must commit this matter to 
God, who ‘knows before’ we ‘ask him what thing’ we 
‘have need of’ for the perishable body.”  (17.2; LCC, II: 
274.)

• 4.  Observance of spiritual matters. Like others giving 
instruction on prayer, Origen too mentioned several 
matters vis-à-vis its physical aspects.
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– a. According to tradition, prayer should be three times daily 
using the Lord’s Prayer.

– b. Disposition of the soul is more important than posture of 
the body, but Origen counsels standing with hands uplifted (1 
Tim 2:8).  Otherwise, it is permissible to pray either sitting or 
lying down.  Kneeling is good for confession, but it is not to be 
done during Easter to Pentecost.

– c. One can pray anywhere, but a quiet place at home may be 
set apart as an oratory.  Gathering with the church is more 
important.  The angels join this company.

– d. Prayer facing East is superior to any other.
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– D.  What Should We Expect Prayer to Do?
• 1. Its effect on the one praying.

– a. The first advantage that he mentions is that it settles the 
mind and disposes one to approach God and speak to God, 
“who watches over him [or her] and is present.” (8.2; LCC, II: 
255.)  Recalling God to mind is as important as recalling 
impressions or recollections to mind.  Just by itself, this 
changed disposition would be of great value.  “For if the 
calling to mind and reminiscence of an illustrious man who has 
profited by wisdom stirs us up to emulate him and often 
checks evil impulses, how much more does the calling to mind 
of God, the Father of the universe, together with prayer to
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– him, benefit those who are confident in themselves that they 
stand before and speak to God as one who is present and 
hears?” (Ibid.)

– b. One is “made more capable of union with him who ‘has 
filled the world,’ even ‘the Spirit of the Lord.’”  Also, one may 
“participate in the prayer of the Word of God, who stands in 
the midst even of those who know him not, and never fails the 
prayer of anyone, but prays to the Father along with him 
whose mediator he is.”  (10.2; LCC, II: 258.) 
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• 2. Outside help. Origen conceived of assistance coming 
from both the Logos and angels.
– a. The Son, our Advocate with the Father, prays on our behalf.

– b. Angels intercede, too.  “At the actual time of prayer, being 
reminded by him who prays of what he needs, the angels do 
all in their power to bring it to good effect in virtue of the 
general command which they have received.”  We must 
assume that angels too, “who watch over things and minister 
to God, are at times brought into the presence of this or that 
man [or woman] who is praying, in order that they may join in 
the requests that he [or she] is making in his [or her] prayer.” 
(11.5; LCC, II: 261.) 
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• 3. Its effects on the will of God. Origen clearly supposed that 
God takes into account the prayers as well as the acts of free 
will.  God says: “I will hear this man [or woman] who will 
pray intelligently, for the very prayer’s sake which he [or 
she] will pray; but this man [or woman] I will not hear, 
either because he [or she] will be unworthy to be heard, or 
because he will pray for things which are neither profitable 
for him [or her] who prays, nor proper for me to grant; and 
for this prayer (let us say) of so-and-so I will not hear him; 
but for that, I will hear him.  (If anyone is disturbed by the 
thought that things have been determined by necessity 
because God, who knows the future beforehand, cannot lie, 
it should be said to such a one that this very thing is 
assuredly known to God, that such and such a man [or 
woman] does not assuredly and firmly desire what is better, 
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• or that he [or she] will so will what is worse that he will be 

incapable of changing towards what is preferable.)”  Note 
the concept of free will: God “programs” in such a way as to 
take everything into account.

• 4. The natural order. Origen also considered the natural 
order to have a limited amount of freedom.  If the heavenly 
bodies have free will, then it is not useless to pray even with 
reference to them.  The earth alone is more or less 
stationary.

• 5. “Power going forth. Prayer of saints has power, especially 
when praying with both spirit and mind.  Shot like an arrow, 
this strikes evil powers.  United with deeds, prayer has still 
greater effect.
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• II. Prayer in the Desert Fathers and Mothers
• The desert fathers and mothers pursued prayer as a vocation.  

Their goal was to fulfill Paul’s injunction in l Thessalonians 5:17, 
“Pray without ceasing.”  The story is told in the Sayings of the 
Fathers about some Euchites, a group of monks who prayed with 
special fervor, that they told Abba Lucius in Enna that they did 
not work but only prayed without ceasing as the Apostle said.  
The old man asked, “Do you eat?”  They replied, “Yes.  We eat.”  
The old man continued, “Now while you are eating, who prays for 
you?”  So also about sleep.  They could not answer.  Lucius 
pointed out that they did not do as they claimed and proceeded 
to show them how he prayed without ceasing.  He wove mats.  As 
he did, he prayed, “Have mercy upon me, O God, according to thy 
loving kindness: according to the multitude of they tender 
mercies blot
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• out my transgressions.” He asked them whether this 
was prayer, and they answered in the affirmative.  He 
proceeded to note the rest of his method:
– When I abide all the day working and praying with heart and 

mouth, I make sixteen denarii more or less, and out of them I 
leave two at the door, and I spend the rest on food.  But 
whoso finds the two denarii prays for me while I eat and sleep: 
and so by God’s grace there is fulfilled in me as the Scripture 
saith, “Pray without ceasing.”  (The Sayings of the Fathers, 
12.9; translated by Waddell, 112f.)

• Numerous accounts reveal that other monks spent all 
night in prayer.  Abba Arsenius, for instance, did so in 
preparation for the Lord’s Day.
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• Anthony of Egypt, the “father” of hermitic monasticism, 

learned from another hermit that he ought to pray in secret 
unceasingly (Matt 6:7; 1 Th 5:17).  (Athanasius, Life of 
Anthony, 3.)  Prayer, however, was the central element in a 
larger agenda which can be described as the monastic 
askesis, i.e., discipline.  The agenda included overcoming 
anger, watching, studying, endurance, fasting, humility, and, 
above all, commitment to Christ.  Athanasius’s Life of 
Anthony features a long sermon by Anthony on discipline 
(chs 16-43) which shows the monastic ideology into which 
prayer and all the rest fit.

• The monks envisioned themselves living in a world 
dominated by demons.  Satan and his host battle against 
God and those who wish to be obedient to God.  Attacks of 
demons fail, Anthony insists, because of prayer, fasting, and 
faith (23).  We should not fear them, “for through the grace 
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• of Christ all their practices are vain.” (24) When the Lord 
appeared on earth, he felled the devil, so we need no longer fear 
demons (28).  As Job teaches, the devil only has power which God 
has given (29, citing Job 1-2).  The faithful, therefore, should fear 
God and despise demons, who fear fasting, sleeplessness, 
prayers, meekness, quietness, contempt for money and vainglory, 
humility, love of the poor, alms, freedom from anger, and, above 
all, piety toward Christ (30).  The pure soul can see more and 
farther than demons (34).  If the latter come at night, sign 
yourself with the cross and pray, and they will vanish (35).  
Through prayer God can immediately take away fear and replace 
it with “joy unspeakable, cheerfulness, courage, renewed 
strength, calmness of thought . . . boldness and love toward 
God.” (36)  Even when the devil caused an earthquake, Anthony 
kept on praying (39).  He sang Psalms against the devil, and he 
vanished (40).  Athanasius listed
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• numerous healings by Anthony as a consequence of 

prayer.  Jesus healed by commanding, but Anthony 
healed “not by commanding, but by prayer and 
speaking the name of Christ,” which means the Lord 
healed through him.  His part was “only prayer and 
discipline” (84).

• Battle with demons must be seen as the ancients’ way 
of envisioning psychologically what they struggled with.  
Today we tend to internalize, whereas they externalized 
evil.  The fact that we view our human struggle 
differently does not invalidate insights about formation 
and particularly about prayer that we can draw from 
them.
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– A. God’s Place in the Picture
• Most monks were simple, modestly educated persons 

who could not have thought in the sophisticated ways 
Origen did.  Origen’s views, however, prevailed with 
many of the desert fathers and mothers and 
well-educated lay persons.

• 1. The anthropomorphic view. The unsophisticated 
viewed God in human form, that is, corporeally, basing 
their view on a literal interpretation of Gen 1:26, “Let 
us make man in our image, after our likeness; . . .”  I will 
return to this in dealing with John Cassian, who 
vigorously opposed it.
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• 2. God our help against evil forces. The desert fathers 
and mothers were most conscious of God as a help in 
fighting Satan and his hosts.  Under Platonist influence 
they regarded the Father as rather remote.  But the 
Father sent the Son.  Most prayers invoke the Son 
rather than the Father, for the Son is the one who has 
overcome the demonic hosts and is accessible.  The 
sign of the Cross had special importance here, for Christ 
overcame demons on the Cross.  Not surprisingly, the 
“Jesus Prayer” or “Prayer of the Heart” represented a 
distinctive contribution of the desert monks.
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• 3.  God’s immanence in the Holy Spirit. The Father might seem 
remote, but in the Holy Spirit God is near, according to the desert 
monks.  I think it would not be inappropriate to fit the monks into 
the category of charismatics.  Emphasizing the value of reciting 
the formula, “O God, make speed to save me: O Lord, make haste 
to help me” (Ps 70:1), Abba Isaac spoke directly of the Spirit 
experienced in ecstasy:
– Perhaps by some joyous rapture I feel that the Holy Spirit has visited me, 

and I have gained a redirected purpose, a concentration of mind, a 
liveliness of spirit.  And through these overflowing sensations I discern a 
sudden disclosure by the lord of sacred truths hidden from me till now.  
(Cassian, Conferences, 10.10; LCC, XII: 242.)

• Abba Isaac insisted that “no variety of prayer can be 
apprehended fully without great purity of heart and soul, and the 
illumination of the Holy Spirit.” (Ibid. 9.8; LCC, XII: 218.)
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– B.  Why Pray?
• 1. To see God. The monks wanted to see God as the Beatitude 

promised: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” 
(Matt 5:8).  “The ultimate goal of our way of life,” said Abba 
Moses, “is . . . the kingdom of God or kingdom of heaven.  The 
immediate aim is purity of heart.  For without purity of heart 
none can enter into that kingdom.”  (Cassian, Conferences, 1.4; 
LCC, XII: 197.)  During the fourth century, droves of persons made 
their way to the traditional site of Mount Sinai, where Moses saw 
God.  Monks believed one could attain something like this during 
this life.  Another way of expressing the purpose of the solitary, 
according to Abba Isaac, is “to seek to possess in some measure, 
even while mortal man, the first bridal gifts from the heavenly 
country and its glory.”  The goal of all true goodness is “that the 
mind may every day be lifted beyond the material sphere to the 
realm of the Spirit, until the whole life and every stirring of the 
heart becomes one continuous prayer.”  (Ibid. 10.7; LCC, XII: 237.)
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• 2. Purity of heart. As the statement made by Abba Moses 
indicates, the “intermediate goal” is “purity of heart” (Mat 
5:8).  “No one can offer prayer of a proper intensity and 
sincerity,” Abba Isaac warned, without personal purity.  
“Therefore, before we begin to pray, we ought to be trying 
to be the kind of people whom we may wish God to find 
when we pray.”  Only a mind purified by God can “pray 
without ceasing.” (Cassian, Conferences, 9.3; LCC, XII: 215.)  
In what Abba Isaac calls “the purest of pure prayers” he 
observed that the prayer relies on no verbal images, but 
“like a spark leaping from a fire, the mind is rapt upward; 
and, destitute of the aid of the senses or of anything visible 
or invisible or material, pours forth its prayer to God with 
groanings and sighs that cannot be uttered.” (Ibid. 10.11; 
LCC, XII: 244; alluding to l Cor 14:15).
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– C.  What Is Prayer?
• 1. In Essence. Perfect prayer, Abba Isaac says, 

– transcends the senses; is marked by no vocal expression, whether 
silent or aloud; but the mind, illuminated by an outflowing of light 
from heaven, does not define it in the narrow limits of human 
language.  With the senses unified, it pours forth prayers, almost 
with violence as a spring pours forth fresh water, and in a second’s 
time darts up a prayer of such richness that afterwards the mind, 
returned to normality, cannot easily describe it.

• Prayer, I think one can say, results in immediate communion 
with God when it reaches this level.  It is a pouring out of 
love energies toward God.  Compunction of spirit may ignite 
a spark in the mind and elevate it to fervent purity.  
According to Abba Isaac,
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– Sometimes it happens because the soul is filled with an 
indescribable joy and cannot help breaking out in ejaculations, 
and even the occupant of the next cell feels the power of the 
happiness in the heart.  Sometimes the mind withdraws into a 
kind of secret abyss of silence, sudden illumination leaves it 
speechless, the awestruck spirit locks its feelings within or 
loses feeling altogether, and pours out its longings to God in 
groanings that cannot be uttered.  Sometimes a compunction 
of grief overwhelms it, and the only way to express it is by a 
release of tears.  (Cassian, Conferences, 9.27; LCC, XII: 227.)
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• 2. How to pray. The desert contemplatives dwelt extensively 
on the “how to” of prayer.
– a. Solitude.  The most essential prerequisite for prayer, according to 

the desert fathers and mothers, is solitude.  In solitude one can be 
quiet and hear God.  A whole section of The Sayings of the Fathers 
is devoted to quiet.  According to Abba Anthony: “Fish die if they 
are long out of water.  So monks who dally long outside their cell or 
with men of the world lose their will to solitude.  As a fish can only 
live in the sea, so we must run back to our cells.” (2.1; LCC, XII: 40.)

– b. Silence.  Anthony again: “Who sits in solitude and is quiet hath 
escaped from three wars: hearing, speaking, seeing; yet against one 
thing shall he continually battle: that is his own heart.”  (Sayings, 
2.2; Waddell, 63.)  The heart must become quiet if one is to 
commune with God and be refined by God.  Yet
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– the desert is not the only place for silence.  The Abbess 
Matrona said, “It is better to have many about thee, and to 
live the solitary life in thy will, than to be alone, and the desire 
of they mind be with the crowd.” (Savings, 2.14; Waddell, 66.)

– c. Compunction.  The desert fathers and mothers commended 
compunction, an emotional state of grief, as an asset to 
prayer.  Seeing a woman weeping on a grave, the Abba Pastor 
commented, “If all the delights of this world should come by, 
they could not carry the soul of that woman from grief.  So 
should the monk forever have grief in his heart.”  (Sayings, 
3.10; Waddell, 67.)  Curiously, the Puritans appreciated the 
same thing as the best means to put us in touch with God.
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– Syncletica observed its value as kindling holy fire.  Since “our 
God is a consuming fire” we must “kindle the divine fire in us 
with travail and with tears.” (Sayings, 3.16; Waddell, 68.)  
Evagrius recommended the following method for putting 
oneself in the proper frame of compunction:

» While you sit in your cell, draw in your mind, and 
remember the day of your death.  And then you will see 
the body mortifying. Think on the loss, feel the pain.  
Shrink from the vanity of the world outside.  Be retiring, 
and careful to keep your vow of quiet, and you will not 
weaken.  Remember the souls in hell.  Meditate within on 
their condition, the bitter silence and the moaning, the 
fear and the strife, the waiting and the pain without relief, 
the tears that cannot cease to flow.
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» Remember too the day of resurrection, imagine God’s 
terrible and awful judgment.  Bring into your sight the 
confession of sinners before God and his Christ, before 
angels and archangels and powers, and all the human 
race: punishment, everlasting fire, the worm that never 
dies, the darkness of Tartarus—and above them all the 
sound of the gnashing of teeth, fearfulness and torments.

» Bring before your eyes the good laid up for the righteous, 
their confidence before God the Father and Christ his Son, 
before angels and archangels and the powers, and all the 
people: the kingdom of heaven and its gifts, joy and rest. 
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» All this remember.  Weep and lament for the judgement 
of sinners, bring to life the grief they suffer; be afraid that 
you are hurrying towards the same condemnation.  
Rejoice and exult at the good laid up for the righteous.  
Aim at enjoying the one and being far from the other.  Do 
not forget it, whether you are in your cell or abroad.  Keep 
these memories in your mind and so cast out of it the 
sordid thoughts which harm you.

– d. Praying without ceasing.  A whole section of The Sayings of 
the Fathers is also devoted to praying without ceasing.  The 
monks, of course, struggled to find a way to achieve that.  The 
Euchites refused to do anything but pray, but, as I related 
earlier, Abba Lucius challenged them on the claim.  Others 
worked at solving the problem by using different forms of 
prayer.



Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers

– e. The Psalms.  Some desert contemplatives attempted to pray 
all 150 Psalms every day.  Others recited 12 of them morning 
and evening (Sayings, 12.94).  Benedict later established the 
cycle in which the 150 Psalms were recited in a week.  
According to Epiphanius, “The true monk ought to pray 
without ceasing, ought always to be singing psalms in his 
heart.”  (Cassian, Conferences, 12.6; LCC, XII: 142.)  Abba Isaac 
counseled reciting “in the same attitudes of heart wherein the 
Psalmist wrote” his psalms, so as to become like the author.  
“When we use the words, we remember, by a kind of 
meditative association, our own circumstances and struggles, 
the results of our negligence or earnestness, the mercies of 
God’s providence or the temptations of the devil, the subtle 
and slippery sins of forgetfulness or human frailty or 
unthinking ignorance.”  (Ibid. 10.11; LCC, XII: 244.)



Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers

– f. Prayer of the Heart.  As indicated in reference to the 
statement about the essence of prayer, the monks emphasized 
prayer of the heart and developed a specific form of prayer 
called “Prayer of the Heart” or the “Jesus Prayer.”  This 
entailed synchronizing the words “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of 
God, have mercy on me, a sinner” with the heartbeat.  At all 
times they wanted to make every “little stirring of the heart” 
their continuous prayer.

– g. Fervency and sincerity.  The prayer which the desert fathers 
and mothers most desired was “prayer of fervent purity.”  The 
purest prayer is one which leaps “like a spark leaping from a 
fire” in which “the mind is rapt upward; and, destitute of the 
aid of the senses or of anything visible or material, pours forth 
its prayer to God with groanings and sighs that cannot be 
uttered.”  (Cassian, Conferences 10.11; LCC, XII: 244.)



Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers

– D.  What Can We Expect Prayer to Do?
• There is little question that the desert fathers and 

mothers believed that prayer has great powers.
• 1. To the Person Who Prays?

– a. Prayer purifies the heart and mind.  (Cassian, Conferences, 
12.12).  The goal of the monk is the vision of God, and prayer 
is the key preliminary

– b. Prayer illumines the mind (Ibid. 12.7).
– c. Prayer effects union with God (Ibid. 10.10).

• 2. To what God is trying to do?  Monastic writings are 
replete with miracle stories of all types.  Holiness was 
believed critical, but anything could happen.



Prayer in the Mystical Tradition and in 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers

– a. Rain.  A brother stopped an old monk at Sinai to complain that 
they had not had rain despite prayer.  The old monk said, “I believe 
you are not praying intently enough.”  He then stretched out his 
hands to heaven and prayed and “at once the rain fell.”  Note the 
emphasis on intensity as in James 5:16.  (Cassian, Conferences, 
12.14; LCC, XII: 143.)

– b. Healing.  Anthony healed many by “sincere prayers” (Athanasius, 
Life, 48).

– c. Natural assistance.  Anthony prayed and water sprang up for 
travelers (Life, 54).  He recovered his strength after fierce beating 
(10).  Here he asked why God hadn’t helped immediately, and God 
answered that he waited to see how Anthony could fight.  He 
crossed the crocodile-filled Arsenoitic Canal safely by simply 
praying (15).

– d. Overcoming demons.  See Palladius, Lausiac History.


