Verse for contemplation 

Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances,for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.--1 Thessalonians 5:16-18
A great article in WATANI INTERNATIONAL on the Jesus Prayer 

English Supplement. Editors: Samia Sidhom, Saad M Saad, Adel Guindy,Laila S FaridThe Coptophile ColumnBy John H. Watson


A kind-hearted Coptic brother from the United States of Americaprovided the writer of The Coptophile Column with a very interestingCompact Disc from St Vladimir's Orthodox Seminary Press in Crestwood,New York. The speaker on the CD is Dr. Albert Rossi, a retiredAssociate Professor of Psychology at Pace University and a licensedclinical psychologist in the State of New York.Albert Rossi has taught a number of significant courses in pastoraltheology and spirituality at St. Vladimir's Orthodox TheologicalSeminary (Orthodox Church of America) and has become well known forhis lectures on the ancient prayer, "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,have mercy on me, a sinner", and it is this prayer which provides thebasis of "The Jesus Prayer" (Compact Disc-AR699, SVS Press. December2004).Rossi's lecture is clearly presented in eight sections, explaining themeaning of the Jesus Prayer and its place in Christian history, thepower of the Divine Name in ancient history and in the Church, and themeaning of 'mercy' in Hebrew and Greek forms.The lecturer likens prayer to 'a hidden martyrdom', as expressed bysome of the great spiritual teachers of Eastern Orthodoxy. Hediscusses the formal and free use of the Jesus Prayer, its characteras a form of intercession and the underlying importance of exteriorand interior silence when the 'Prayer of the Heart' is used. The CDlecture is fortunately well structured and unpretentious.One of the most affecting stories told by Dr. Rossi concerns a highschool student who attended one of St Vladimir's Summer Institutes inTheology, in which the lecturer had spoken about the Jesus Prayer. Inthe following year the young student he mentioned had been hit by acar en route to her college. Whilst crossing the road, ratherdangerously it seems, she was hit by the bumper and flew up into theair, hitting the hood of the vehicle and falling into the roadway. Shewas bruised. Blood poured from her head and mouth. He limbs wereswollen. But she remained conscious: "No", she said, "My life did notflash before my eyes."What the sixteen year old did as she lay in the road was to pray theJesus Prayer. She could pray lying in the road because she had learntthe prayer at Rossi's seminar and she had used it many times since.She had no 'fallen mind' but a heart and intelligence fixed upon thereality of that prayer. In obedience to the injunction in 1Thessalonians 5.17, she prayed ceaselessly. Flying through the air andhitting the earth, she prayed.It is a lesson for us all. It is a lesson of healing and reminds us ofthe centrality of the word 'mercy' which in Hebrew and Greek concernsa warm and healing presence that we might all know.Much more: the prayer is a 'love song' to Christ reflecting theopening of the Song of Songs, which according to tradition isSolomon's: "For your love is better than wine, your anointing oils arefragrant, your name is perfume poured out…we will extol your love morethan wine; rightly do they love you."The eight compelling chapters of the Song of Solomon may be amongstthe shortest in the Holy Bible but they are more forceful than anyhistorical books. It is also the 'authority' of the holy name thatRossi emphasises and which the young student grasps instantly, even inthe centre of physical pain. In her extremity the young student holdsonto Rossi's constant instruction concerning the heart of the JesusPrayer and of all prayer: it is the one word, ASK. In our asking wemust be constantly attentive.It is of importance to notice that one of the works commended byAlbert Rossi is not Orthodox but the work of the eighteenth centuryJesuit Jean-Pierre de Caussade who refers to 'the sacrament of thepresent moment' when he speaks of a love which alone 'makes everythingdivine'.In the Jesus Prayer, our entire situation – material, psychological,moral and spiritual – can be brought into single focus and wholeness.Rossi teaches that it is the Jesus Prayer that teaches us how to pray:we pray it and it prays us.On the Jesus Prayer CD, Dr. Rossi suggests that the prayer may be usedas a form of intercessory prayer: 'Have mercy on my son, my daughteror my friend' – each mentioned by name. This method might appeal tosome. A preferred method, within an older tradition, might be to use aset number of the Jesus Prayer for a particularly individual, churchor organisation. There can be no rigid rule. Worship, confession,blessing and intercession will all have their place in this tradition.In response to a question from the floor, Dr. Rossi rejects the use ofthe Jesus Prayer as if it might be a mantra. In many Easterntraditions, and especially in Buddhism and Hinduism, it is common toemploy a word or sound – a mantra – so that it can be repeated to aidconcentration in meditation, perhaps more significantly that it may beused as healing at a time of physical and psychological anxiety.In his hasty, somewhat fundamentalist, rejection of other traditions,Rossi is possibly mistaken. In acute physical pain, in psychologicalanxiety and in sleeplessness, the Jesus Prayer has enormous value asan expression of healing, even when the content is unclear, even lost.The Jesus Prayer may not be a mechanism to help us concentrate andrelax but it does express a relationship with God-made-man and hasvery precise physical and psychological value because it communicatesthat bond. For the praying person who hears the sound of the prayerfrom their own vocal cords, mouth and lips - but cannot grasp the fullmeaning - the words and the sound can bring healing and a certainwholeness. The Jesus Prayer has the capacity to offer therapy andopenness to even the most distressed. It can be a Christian mantra.The Jesus Prayer has its primary roots in the New Testament (Luke17.13, Matthew 15.22, Luke 18.39) but for Copts it is necessary tonotice the presence of the Prayer in the lives of the Desert Fathersand amongst the greatest theologians of Coptic history.Origen – who may be awaiting canonisation! - reminds us that the nameof Jesus 'frees people from mental distraction, puts devils to flight,cures the sick; it infuses a wonderful meekness and tranquillity ofcharacter, love for mankind, and kindness and gentleness.'Certainly, the distinctive attraction and value of the Jesus Prayerlies in its use as a single prayer of spiritual discipline throughpersistent repetition. But it remains equally significant because ofit simplicity, flexibility and inward healing.___The Revd. Dr. John H. Watson is an Anglican priest who lives inDorset, UK. He is the author of several books including Among theCopts (2000) and Christians Observed: Narratives for Today's Church(2004). 

