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Two blind men came after him crying out, "Son of David, 

have mercy on us!" 

This prayer should be very familiar to us as Byzantine 

Catholics. I am thinking here of the Jesus Prayer. It should, however, 

be familiar to every Christian because it is the inspired Word of God.  

We find this plea for mercy in many places in Scripture. When Jesus 

met the Canaanite woman, she cried out, “Have mercy on me, O 

Lord, Son of David” (Mt 15:22). The blind beggar, Bartimaeus, called 

out to Jesus, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Mk 10:48).  And 

there were the ten lepers, who, in the words of Scripture, “…stood 

at a distance and lifted up their voices and said, “Jesus, Master, 

have mercy on us” (Lk 17:12–13). There are other examples, but 

perhaps the most often cited is that of the Pharisee and the Tax 

Collector. Scripture says, “The tax collector, standing far off, would 

not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, 

be merciful to me a sinner!’” (Lk 18:13).  This example is particularly 

important, more important than all the others, because it is a 

parable of Jesus. Those who cried out to the Lord for mercy are 

examples of how we ought to approach Him.  But here, in this 

parable, it is Jesus who teaches us to pray, “O God, be merciful to 

me a sinner” (Lk 18:13). It is also important to recognize that the 

mercy the tax collector was seeking was the forgiveness of his sins. 

In our ecclesial tradition, we have made the Jesus Prayer 

something of a centerpiece of the interior life.  And well, it should 

be, but not simply saying the words, and passing the knots of our 

prayer rope through our fingers. The words are to enter our mind, 

and descend into the depths of our soul. It should become a part of 

us, like our heart that beats in our chest. Even when we are not 

aware of our heart, it beats all the same. This prayer ought to be the 

heartbeat of our soul.  But perhaps we are getting ahead of 

ourselves here. What does this prayer mean? What is it that we are 

seeking in the Jesus Prayer? 

According to St. John Damascene, “Prayer is the raising of 

one’s mind and heart to God”.  It is, then, not so much about talking 

or thinking, or even about feelings of devotion. This is not to suggest 
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that there is anything wrong with these things, but only to say that 

prayer is not reducible to these things. Raising one’s mind and heart 

to God is to give Him our attention, to unite our mind and heart to 

His.  Prayer, the lifting of our mind and heart to God, in its deepest 

and fullest sense, is wordless, imageless, without thought or 

reasoning.  But it is not empty.  It is a simple knowing and loving 

gaze on our beloved, on our interior Guest, the Holy Trinity, who 

lives in our soul. The Jesus Prayer is intended to lead us to pray with 

this kind of intimacy —just to be with God, in union with Him. Isn’t 

this what we see between two people who are deeply in love with 

each other? 

Now, it is God who reveals Himself to us in our soul.  There 

is no prayer, or method of prayer, that somehow opens the door, 

giving us automatic access to God’s presence. We cannot, of our 

own will and strength, ascend to God and attain Him. Rather, He, 

being the transcendent One, bends down and graciously, mercifully, 

 
1 St. Augustine, Sermo 56, 6, 9: PL 38, 381. 

reveals Himself to us. As St. Augustine once said, “Man is a beggar 

before God.”1 Nevertheless, fostering the right disposition of mind 

and heart will predispose us to His presence; it will help us to be 

attentive and receptive to Him.  What, then, is the right disposition 

of mind and heart?  And how does the Jesus Prayer foster in us the 

right disposition? 

The proper disposition is twofold.  The first, and most 

important thing, is humility. Humility is simply accepting the truth 

about one’s self, God and others. The tax collector, for example, 

recognized the truth about himself, that he was a sinner in need of 

mercy. He understood that he was not worthy to even lift up his 

eyes to heaven.  And so, he remains standing far off, beating his 

breast, saying, “God, be merciful to me a sinner!” (Lk 18:13).  The 

Pharisee, in contrast, was filled with pride, which means that he was 

lying to himself. Humility is to embrace the truth about one’s self, 

pride is to embrace what is false. And so, the Pharisee says,  
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God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, 
unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice 
a week, I give tithes of all that I get (Lk 18:11–12). 

The tax collector went away that day justified; his sins were 

forgiven, while the sins of the Pharisee were not. The reason for this 

is that the tax collector was humble, that is, he admitted the truth 

about himself, that he was a sinner, but the Pharisee did not.  He 

only boasted about his supposed sinlessness and superiority over 

others.  His pride was so great that he would even dare to say such 

things to God.  God knows all things; we cannot fool him. We can 

only fool ourselves. Jesus once said, 

“For judgment I came into this world, that those who do not 
see may see, and that those who see may become blind.” 
Some of the Pharisees near him heard this, and they said to 
him, “Are we also blind?” Jesus said to them, “If you were 
blind, you would have no sin; but now that you say, ‘We 
see,’ your sin remains (John 9:39–41). 

The humble, who admit their spiritual blindness, are given to see.  

The Pharisees, who claim to see, are given to blindness.  And so, 

their sin remains.  

The Apostles James, recalling a passage from the book of 

Proverbs, says, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 

humble” (Jas 4:6, Prv 3:34).  If we do not seek humility, if we do not 

accept, but reject the truth about ourselves, we should not expect 

anything from God (James 1:7–8), especially, the forgiveness of our 

sins. St. Peter says the same sort of thing. 

And all of you must clothe yourselves with humility in your 
dealings with one another, for “God opposes the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves therefore 
under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in 
due time (1 Pe 5:5–6). 

  The Jesus Prayer fosters humility in us in a very powerful 

way. “Jesus, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner”.  In praying the 

Jesus Prayer, I admit that I am sinner. I don’t deny it; I don’t 

rationalize my sins away; I don’t make excuses for my sins; I don’t 

make a defense for my sins, because I have no defense. Instead, I 

plea for mercy.  “Have mercy on me, a sinner”.  The mercy that I 

seek is in Jesus’ name. His name means, “Yahweh saves”.  “The 

name ‘Jesus’ signifies that the very name of God [Yahweh], is 

present in the person of his Son, made man…for the redemption 
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from sins” (CCC 432).  In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he speaks of 

the name of Jesus. He quotes what appears to be from an early 

Christian hymn. 

Therefore, God also highly exalted him 
and gave him the name 
that is above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bend, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God, the Father (Phil 2:9–11). 

In the name of Jesus, is the glory of God the Father.  In His name is 

summed all that he has done for us – His taking on our human 

nature, His life with us, His suffering and death on the cross, His 

resurrection and ascension into heaven where He intercedes for us 

before the Father. “It is the divine name alone that brings salvation” 

(CCC 432).  In the words of the Catechism: 

The name “Jesus” contains all: God and man and the whole 
economy [plan] of creation and salvation. To pray “Jesus” is 
to invoke him and to call him within us. His name is the only 
one that contains the presence it signifies. Jesus is the Risen 
One, and whoever invokes the name of Jesus is welcoming 
the Son of God who loved him and who gave himself up for 
him (CCC 2666). 

And so, humility is the first and most important disposition 

of mind and heart that will open us to the Lord’s presence.  Praying 

the Jesus Prayer is to embrace humility, to accept the truth about 

our sinfulness.  It is the recognition that we have no defense, and so 

we cry out for mercy to the name of Jesus, the Lord of Mercy, our 

Divine Savior.  The Jesus Prayer will foster humility in us, if we pray 

it sincerely and faithfully, and understand its meaning.  

 The second disposition that the Jesus Prayer can foster in us 

is attentiveness to the Lord, turning us away from self-

centeredness, and our earthly desires, to focusing on God. The 

repetition of the Jesus Prayer is aimed at this very thing, especially 

when we say the holy name of Jesus.  The Jesus Prayer does not 

look to ourselves, but to the Lord. In the words of the psalmist, 

To you I lift up my eyes,  
O you who are enthroned in the heavens!  

2 Behold, as the eyes of servants  
look to the hand of their master,  

as the eyes of a maid  
to the hand of her mistress,  

so our eyes look to the LORD our God,  
till he have mercy upon us (Ps 123:1–2). 
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We repeat the Jesus Prayer, not to heap up words, as if by the sheer 

number of them we will be heard (Matt 6:7, CCC 2668). The 

repetition serves to keep the eyes of our mind and heart on the 

Lord.  If we become distracted, as we sometimes do, the words of 

the Jesus Prayer will bring us back to Him. If we say the Jesus Prayer 

reverently, slowly and calmly, it can also instill in us a sense of inner 

quiet and stillness, so that we can keep our eyes on the Lord and 

remain attentive to Him. 

Let us, then, pray the Jesus Prayer.  That is to say, to humbly 

admit our sin, ask for mercy from the Lord of mercy, invoke His holy 

name, and turn the eyes of our soul toward Him.  Let us be faithful 

to this, and as beggars before the Lord, ask to see His face, to gaze 

on Him who dwells in us, to love the Lord our God with all our heart 

and with all our soul and all our mind (Mt. 22:27; Deut 6:5). 


