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1.   The Russian Pilgrim

A famous book by an unknown author is entitled Tales of a Russian pilgrim to his spiritual father. In it a religious lay person, who in the midst of the 19th century walks through that enormous country to visit its sanctuaries, speaks of his own spiritual events and paths. 

Simple and yet of great suggestive power are the words with which this personality introduces himself to his readers: "Through the grace of God I am a man and a Christian, with my actions a great sinner, a pilgrim of the most miserable kind by vocation, travelling from place to place. My earthly goods are in a rucksack on my back with a little dry bread and, in my shirt’s inside pocket I carry the Holy Bible". 

One day this man entered a church during the Sacred Liturgy (corresponding to our Holy Mass). It was the moment in which there was a reading of the first letter from Paul to the Thessalonians. 

The pilgrim was moved by the passage in which the Apostle says: "Pray without ceasing" (5, 17). Those words became profoundly engraved in his spirit. And he asked himself how it could be possible to pray ceaselessly, when also involved in working to support oneself. 

He searched through his own Bible and found confirmation also in other letters in which Paul himself says: "Pray in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert and always persevere in supplication for all the saints" (Eph 6, 18); "I desire, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or argument" (1 Tim 2, 8). 

He did not however find any answers to his own question. He went to listen in various churches to preachers of great fame and heard many beautiful sermons on prayer in general: what it is, why it is indispensable, the results it brings. One preacher spoke of uninterrupted prayer, without however adding a word about how this could be achieved. 

He finally discovered a practical method thanks to a starets, an elderly holy monk. This was the real beginning of what in the Eastern Church is known as the Prayer to Jesus. 

This is the definition used by starets: "This uninterrupted Praying to Jesus is a ceaseless and uninterrupted invocation of the Divine Name of Jesus Christ with one’s mouth, with one’s mind and one’s heart, with a mental vision of His constant presence and begging for His mercy while enacting all work, in every place, at all times, even when asleep. 

"The Prayer to Jesus consists in the following words: 'Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy of me!' And those who will become accustomed to this invocation will experience such comfort and such a need to continuously pronounce this Prayer that they will no longer be able to live without it, and it will spontaneously flow from within him". 

The old starets read to this pilgrim a passage from the Philocalia, a well-known anthology of the Eastern Church’s ascetics and mysticism. Here, in this treatise by the monk Nicephorus entitled About the care of the heart, a specific technique is taught, that with Divine help the believer can use very effectively, as confirmed by the experiences of innumerable people who practice it. The believer is advised to collect their thoughts, putting aside all others and to incessantly repeat these words: "Lord Jesus Christ have mercy of me!" 

The starets hands the pilgrim a rosary that he will use to remain concentrated and also to count the number of invocations. At the beginning these must amount to three thousand a day, not one less or one more. 

The pilgrim returns to the hut he is staying in and faithfully and precisely does as he has been asked. He finds it hard for the first two days, but after the third day everything becomes easier and more gratifying. The prayer flows lightly from his heart. Every time he stops he feels the urgent need to continue; and with a considerable effort he controls himself, out of loyalty to the order he has received. 

The starets, to whom he reports on progress made, suggests he should slowly increase the number of daily invocations, until he gets to twelve thousand. 

At this point it is best to allow the witness of all this to speak: "One morning it was, so to speak, the Prayer that awoke me. I started to say my usual morning prayers, but my tongue did not move with the usual ease. I had only one extremely intense desire: to recite the Prayer to Jesus. As soon as I started I was relieved and filled with joy, while my tongue and lips moved on their own without any effort on my part at all. I spent the entire day filled with delight. I felt as if detached from everything, as if in another world. 

"I easily finished my twelve thousand prayers before evening. I would have liked to continue, but I dared not go beyond the limit established by the starets. During the days that followed I began to invoke the Name of Jesus Christ very promptly and happily. 

"Then I went to the starets and told him everything in great detail. He listened and then said: 'Thank God for giving you the desire and the ease to recite this Prayer. It is a natural effect that comes from frequent and active practice. The same thing happens to a machine whose driving wheel receives propelling force: it moves for a long time on its own; however, to prolong its movement one must lubricate that wheel and provide it with new propulsion now and again. You see what extraordinary faculties God has bestowed upon us, in His love for humankind, even on sensual human nature; what feelings can be experienced not only outside grace but even in sensuality that is not yet purified and in a soul burdened by sin: you have experienced this yourself. But what wonder, what beatitude, what comfort when the Lord deigns to bestow upon us the gift of spontaneous spiritual prayer and fills our soul with sensuality! This is an inexpressible state of mind, and the discovery of this mystery is an advance here on earth of heavenly sweetness. This is achieved by those searching for God in the simplicity of a heart overflowing with love. I now give you permission to recite the Prayer as much as you wish and are able to. Try and devote to this prayer every moment except for when you are asleep, invoke the Name of Jesus Christ without counting any more, humbly accepting God’s will and awaiting His help. He will not abandon you and will guide your path'.

"Following his advice I spent the entire summer incessantly reciting the Prayer to Jesus and I experienced complete peace in my soul. While I slept I often dreamt I was reciting the Prayer. During the day, if I met anyone, all those people without exception seemed as lovable to me as if they were members of my own family. But I never spent time with anyone. My thoughts had spontaneously become silent. 

"I thought only about the Prayer. My spirit reached out to hear it, and at times my heart began to experience a feeling of warmth and pleasure. When I went to church, the long monastic service seemed short to me and no longer tired me as in the past. My solitary hut felt like a wonderful palace. And I did not know how to thank God for having sent a lost sinner such as myself redemption through a teacher and a guide. 

"[...] Now I walk and I incessantly repeat the Prayer to Jesus that is more precious and sweet to me than anything else in the world. At times I cover more than sixty versts in a day [a verst is a little more than one kilometre] and I do not even notice. The only thing I perceive is the Prayer. When the freezing cold overcomes me, I recite it with greater attention and I immediately feel warm again. If I feel hungry I instead invoke the Name of Jesus Christ more often and I forget my hunger. When I fall sick and my legs and back begin to hurt, I concentrate my thoughts on the Prayer and I no longer feel the pain. If someone offends me, I simply bring to my mind the sweetness of the Prayer to Jesus: humiliation and anger vanish, I forget everything. It is if I were semi-conscious. I have no worries, no interests. I would not even glance at the world’s concerns. I wish to simply remain in my solitude, I am filled with only one desire, to incessantly recite the Prayer; and as I pray I am filled with joy. God knows what is happening to me! 

"Naturally all this is all linked to the senses, as my now deceased starets used to say, it is a natural event that is the result of habit. I still however dare not proceed in my studies on spiritual prayer in the heart due to my unworthiness and ignorance. 

"I await God’s hour and in the meantime I trust in the prayers of my deceased starets. Hence, although I have not yet achieved the incessant and spontaneous prayer of the heart, thanks to God’s grace I have clearly understood the meaning of Saint Paul’s teachings: Pray with no interruptions".

2.   The Philocalia

The saintly starets mentioned and read to his news disciple a passage from the Philocalia by Nicephorus the Solitary, who during the 13th century had specified the method to be used for esicastic prayer (from the Greek esuchía: "quietness", "silence", "solitude"). I would like to now mention the thoughts expressed in the same anthology by another monk, Abba Evagrius, who lived eight centuries earlier. It is part of the letter To Anatolius: about the eight roots at the basis of restless thinking. 

Evagrius’ text said: "If remaining within your earthly body, you wish to serve God imitating bodiless creatures, try and nourish incessant silent prayer within your heart. Your soul will manage to closely resemble the angels, even before becoming separate from the body. 

"Separated from the soul your body becomes dead and fetid; the same happens to the soul when it is without prayer. Being unable to pray is something more bitter than death… We should all remember God more often than we breathe. 

"With humility, add to each breath you draw a serious invocation to the name of Jesus alongside the thought of death. These two exercises help the soul greatly”. 

Another text by an unknown author attributes to this same Abba Evagrius the tale of a conversation held by him with his friend and teacher Saint Macarius in the solitude of Schete in Egypt. 

"Tormented by thoughts and the passions of the body", Evagrius asked Macarius "a thought to give him life", and this was the answer he received: "Attach the anchor’s rope to the stone and with the grace of God the little boat will cross the devilishly rough seas, the seductive waves of this sea and the chaos of the shadows in this ephemeral world". 

Evagrius asked: "What are this rope, this boat and this stone?" And Saint Macarius answered: "The boat is your heart: look after it. The rope is your mind: attach it to the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the stone that holds power over all the demoniacal waves and seas that fight against the saints. It is not easy to say with every breath, Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on us; / I bless you, Lord Jesus, help me?" 

In the text About silence and prayer Saint Gregory of the Sinai (14th century) advises the meditating person to sit on a low chair and to guide his mind from his head to his heart, and to keep his heart and lock it in there. In invoking "Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me!" they should hold their breath so as to breathe calmly now and not tempestuously, something that disperses attention. 

If external thoughts should surface, he should pay these no attention, even if they might be simple and good ones. It is through the persevering repetition of Prayer that he will manage to avoid any thoughts that are however a distraction: managing to destroy them by attacking them with the invisible sword provided by God’s Name. 

Gregory quotes one of Saint John Climacus’ exhortations (8th century): "Attack your enemies with the Name of Jesus; there is no weapon more powerful than this in heaven or on earth". 

One can find another effective image in the Sermons by the metropolitan Theoleptus (13th century): "Frequent invocations, mentally formulated with ardent feelings, delete the memory of all past actions. Like a razor, the memory of God together with the heart’s faith and contrition eliminates the enlightened soul’s negative memories". 

And also: "While thought incessantly pronounces the Name of the Lord and the mind distinctly perceives this invocation of the Divine Name, the light of divine science envelops the whole soul like a shining apparition". 

In one of his sermons Hesichius of Bathos (6th-7th centuries) observes that frequency generates habit and is transformed into nature. 

However the more general conclusion is the one it is possible to reach in the Sermons by Hesichius of Jerusalem (5th century): "Just as the plain produces an abundance of wheat, the Prayer to Jesus generates great quantities of all sorts of goodness in your heart; or rather, these fruits are bestowed upon you by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, without whom we can do nothing. 

"In the beginning this prayer will feel like a ladder, and then a book you will be reading; finally, as one increasingly progresses, it will feel like celestial Jerusalem, the city in which He reigns with the Only Father, His consubstantial, and the glorious Holy Spirit". 

3.   Saint Ignatius of Loyola’s prayer-meditation

In both the testimonies there is a recommendation that this very brief invocation of the name of Jesus should be associated "to every breath". After so many centuries we rediscover this unity between breathing and mental prayer in Saint Ignatius of Loyola’s "spiritual exercises". 

Among the "ways of praying" that Ignatius presents there is also a "cadenced" one. This "consists in the fact that at each breath or breathing movement one must pray mentally, pronouncing a word from the Our Father or another prayer one says, so that one single word is repeated between one breath and the other". 

Saint Ignatius also recommends that "as the gap between one breath and the other increases, one should pay greater attention to the meaning of the word, or the person to whom the prayer is addressed, or one’s own smallness, or to the difference between that height and one's own lowliness". 

Another of these three Ignatian ways of praying "consists in contemplating the meaning of each word in the prayer". Here the Saint advises that one should keep one’s eyes closed, or fixed on a point without moving them around, in order to achieve better concentration. 

In general terms, it is best that the person praying should visualise himself/herself in the act of appearing in the presence of Christ and all His saints. Such an inner work involving visualisation is also useful when the mind is addressed at considering a passage from the Gospel. In this case one should try and imagine every single detail of the scene. 

Saint Ignatius’ prayer involves the person in his/her entire being, with every faculty. In this sense it has a great deal in common with Hesychast prayer, except that it is perceived as non-incessant prayer, but alternated with action, although appropriately nourished. 

4. Jesus and incessant prayer

Returning to incessant prayer, what can one say precisely considering the Gospel? 

An expression used by Jesus and found in Matthew (6, 7), seems to refute this at least at a first glance: "When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard because of their many words". But Jesus was not at all against prolonged prayer. Did he not perhaps retire now again in solitude at times also for long periods? (Mt 4, 1-11; 26, 39-44; Mk 1, 12-13 and 35; 6, 46; 14, 32; Lk 4, 1-13; 5, 16; 6, 12; 9, 18 and 28-29; 22, 41; Jn 6, 15). And did He not recommend that one should pray with great insistence, also associating prayer to fasting? (Mk 9, 29; Lk 11, 5-13; 18, 1-8). 

Counting prayers is only a technique useful for creating the necessary concentration. Although this technique can contain a mechanical element, the objective is to help the person enter a state of prayer that is totally spontaneous and arising from the heart, just as, to restrict ourselves to only one example, we learned from the testimony of the Russian Pilgrim. 

5.   The recommendations of the Shemà Israel   

These are concentration techniques that far from excluding intimate action by divine grace are instead helpful to this. A technique, that only seems different, is the one God recommends to the Jews in the Shemà Israel: "Hear, O Israel, Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone. You shall love Yahweh your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates" (Deut 6, 4-9). 

This is an obvious technique for concentration that helps both the individual Israelite, and the Jewish People as a whole, to constantly remember their God; the God who creates His people through a process also taking place at a historical level.

6.  Saint Francis of Assisi's way of praying 

Another example of incessant and repetitive prayer is that provided by Saint Francis of Assisi, according to the testimony by Friar Bernardo. 

Before his conversion, Bernardo was a rich gentleman in that same city. He became curious about Francis, who still wore lay clothes. One evening he invited him to dine at his home and had a bed prepared for him in his own room in which a lamp always burned at night. He wished to experience in Francis that sanctity that Francis instead wished to hide. Hence as soon as Bernardo entered the room, his guest threw himself onto the bed and pretended to sleep. 

But Bernardo was watching. He too lay down and soon began to snore loudly, as if deeply asleep. Reassured, Francis got up and started to pray very fervently raising his eyes and hands to the heavens, and in tears pronouncing the words: "My God, My God!" And all this until dawn, always repeating the same words and none other, almost as if contemplating the greatness of God and His glory. Master Bernardo was so impressed by this that he renounced all earthly goods and actions to follow Francis, becoming his first monk (The Little Flowers, ch. II). 

Francis was entirely enraptured in his loving concentration on his God, whose name he repeated incessantly with tears and extremely intense devotion. It appears that the saint abandoned himself totally to spontaneity, like a lover feeling the intimate need to endlessly repeat the name of his beloved. 

However, as we have seen, this repetition of the holy Name can also correspond to a technique. It can become a practice in which one is advised however to persevere with great enthusiasm. If this element is present one will continue, and if it is not one will do so mechanically in more arid and cold periods. Spontaneity and fervour will come later as a reward for such trusting insistence. 

It is a methodology of spiritual experience that, although in various forms and contexts, is found in many different religious traditions. Attention is always concentrated on the name of God or another holy being.

7.  Incessant prayer in Islam 

There are definite analogies between Christian Hesychism and the Sufic techniques for concentration on God’s Name. Some have wondered whether this is due to Christian influence on new Islamic mysticism. 

Influence certainly existed, both by Christian monasticism, and Greek philosophy (from which Sufism adopted a certain terminology), and from Iranian Mazdaism, and from the Upanishads, Vedanta, and even Yoga (in particular with regard to breathing techniques). 

Sufism however did add from non-Arab sources elements one could describe as external, accessories, decorative, while its essence appears to derive from a constant recital of the Koran, the words of the Prophets and Islam’s internal elements. 

Out loud or mentally, the Sufi love to repeat a sentence with a particular holy meaning. This is called the dhikr. Each confraternity has its own dhikr, but the favourite and universally repeated one, the "words of majesty" or the "once again memorising the majestic name of God" (dhikr djalala), is: "There is no God except God" (La ilaha illa’llah). 

This is the beginning of the profession of the Islamic faith, which is completed by the words "Mohammed is the prophet of God" (Muhammad Rasul Allah). 

Let us now use as an example the practice followed by one particular confraternity, that of the Naqsbands. 

The words "There is no God except for God" are recited a hundred times with the help of rosary beads. Each bead corresponds to one sentence or dhikr. 

Having reached the end of these ninety-nine repetitions (recited using the normal Muslim rosary with thirty three beads three times), with his mouth and his heart the believer recites this prayer: "Oh God, you who are my end, and your approval is my desire". 

Clear progress is made with this kind of prayer when the memory of God re-emerges in the soul of the believer in the most spontaneous manner, with no need whatsoever to resort to praying techniques. 

The disciple will have to preserve his mind so that no thought may penetrate it that is not the thought of God. He must also preserve his eyes so that these should not wander and remain concentrated. 

Little by little the spiritual progress set off by reciting the dhikr must lead to the individual’s total transformation: his human characteristics must become angelic ones. 

Everything in the person must participate in the repetitive reciting of the dhikr: not only the mind but also the very matter of which the soul is made. Although immaterial compared to the physical body, the soul had nonetheless certainly a degree of subtle materiality. 

Now the whole human being must participate in prayer, at every level of the being. One by one the various “subtleties” placed in various locations become involved, these therefore correspond to the left breast, the right breast, and the centre of the chest, of the brain and of the heart. 

To sensitise each subtle part of the soul one must recite the dhikr with great insistence and perseverance concentrating the mind on the part of the body involved. One will thereby step by step achieve having each part of the soul reciting the dhikr independently. In the end the disciple will experience the lively and constant feeling that each thing around him, and also the surrounding environment, is participating in this reciting. 

Mental reciting of the dhikr should be combined with the breathing rhythm. This rhythm encourages "inner immobilization", which allows the believer to totally withdraw from all external realities to concentrate exclusively on Allah. 

Through exhalation all thoughts and worries are expelled and perfect immobility is achieved. Then, holding one’s breath, one mentally recites the dhikr of majesty, accompanied by the suitable inner visualisations. 

The dhikr La ilaha illa’llah "There is no God except for God" consists in four words: la, "no"; ilaha, "divinity"; illa, "except"; Allah, "God". These four words are grouped two by two. The first two, la ilaha, "there is no divinity" form a negation. The other two, ill’allah, "except God", are a triumphant statement. 

Now, in mentally reciting the dhikr of majesty, the disciple learns to associate the two phrases, negation and affirmation, to two distinct visualisations. 

Saying la, he sees in his mind his own voice travelling from the navel to the forehead. As he says ilaha, he sees the voice travelling from the forehead to the forearms. Finally, saying the words illa’llah, he imagines that this sound makes the heart beat loudly, warming him up when proclaiming the real God. 

These are without doubt techniques quite similar to those practised in Buddhist and Hindu Yoga for many centuries. 

Although Islamic mysticism has used Indian elements, its Islamic roots are equally sound. Already in the very beginning of Islam devotion was extremely fervent, overflowing well beyond the restrictions of a cold observance of Koranic law. 

The first mystic-ascetic, Hasan al-Basri, who died in the year 110 of the Egira or Muslim era, was immersed in constant sadness at the ever present thought of the Day of Judgment. 

One of the first Islamic contemplatives, Ja’far al-Sadiq, the sixth imam of the Shiites (m. 148 Eg.), defined the mystical experience as "a divine fire that devours the human being completely". 

One very singular female figure was the former slave Rabi’a (m. 185 Eg.): she added total love to the Sufi experience, absolute and gratuitous love experienced by the creature for the Creator. Those who love, said Rabi’a, must not think about Paradise or about Hell, but only about God, who wants us entirely for Himself: "Oh my Hope and my Respite and my Delight, the heart cannot love anyone else but You!". 

This is not yet the ecstasy technique involving Yoga traditions. Prayer, invoking the Name of God is still only entrusted to the spontaneity of the mystic who is inebriated with love. 

This idea of prayer finds significant echoes, although long ago in time, in an episode reported of a saint who lived in the 15th century, Mohammed ash-Shuweimi "said to his friends: 'Invoke the Name of God, this will give you everything you wish for’. 

"A man came to him who was deeply in love with a woman who did not want to marry him. Shuweimi said to him: 'Enter this cell and devote yourself to invoking her name'. The man did this, day and night. At last the woman herself came to the door of the cell and said to him: 'Open the door, I am her!' 

"He felt he no longer wanted her and answered: 'If this is the result of the invocations, it is better that I should devote myself to invoking the name of God'. And he started to repeat God’s Name, and God revealed Himself in the ecstasy on the fifth day". 

Another saint, who lived two centuries earlier, Ibrahim ad-Dasuqi al-Qurashi, instead used to say: "How many people pronounce the supreme Name of God without knowing it and without understanding its meaning! And yet it is only thanks to this Name that the friends of God touch a tree and it gives fruits, they make water appear from stones, they dominate wild animals, they make the rain fall and bring back the dead". 

These are all results that the mystic does not look for themselves, but obtains them thanks to the attention he addresses to God in constant adoration, pure of all personal intentions. 

8.   Incessant prayer in Hinduism and Buddhism

In spirit this kind of Muslim prayer is certainly close to the Hindu form of prayer. However not so close to prayer supported by Yoga techniques but rather to the spontaneous prayers of the bhakti. 

Among these, those who adore Vishnu deserve particular attention. For these believers, Vishnu is the supreme God. They tend to identify Him with the one we simply call God. This God has incarnations that are called avatara. The most important, and those most dear to a larger number of believers, are Rama and Krishna. 

The cult of Krishna is widespread also outside India. Believers dressed in long orange robes can also be met in the streets of European and American cities. Their cult is expressed above all by repeating verbally or by singing the names of Hare (hence Vishnu), Krishna and Rama: "Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare" and "Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare". 

Rama (which in Hindi is pronounced Ram) has become a synonym for "God", "Lord". This is the last word that Gandhi, attacked by his assassin, pronounced a moment before he died: "Ram! Ram!". As if saying: "My God!" 

In Sanskrit, the exclusive repetition of a mantra is called japa. There is also a specific form of Yoga called precisely Japa Yoga. 

In a manner similar to the Muslim mystics, the Hindi bhakti too are convinced that incessant repetition – and, one might add, disinterested, arising from pure love – of the Divine Name attracts to the believer great gifts and miraculous powers, placing him in a divine state. 

The verses of the mystic called Tukaram bear witness to this: "The Name of the Lord is a ship: / I have crossed the river of the world. / Here I am now; / I dance at the feet of the saints. / The Name of the Lord is a horse, a sword: / I have cut out my path through the crowds of rebirths. / The Name of the Lord is a bow with arrows / I have pierced the era of iron! / The Name of the Lord, with its power / has made me the owner of this world…" 

The greatest good that can come to human beings through prayer is our eternal redemption. It is perfection and happiness with no limits, that we can achieve forever in a state that goes beyond physical death. 

No more imperfections, no more inadequacies, or guilt, or sins, or vices, or envy, or hatred, nor defects of any kind at all, or tears, suffering or disease or death: total liberation and hence redemption from all this. 

Liberation and redemption are negative words here: they express the negation of all forms of evil. And what can they express in positive terms? One would say: total fulfilment of all goodness. 

Through the complex millenary path of Hindu and Buddhist spirituality an ideal of liberation takes shape, that the ascetic wishes to draw from using his own strength, using techniques. It consists in definitely escaping the painful cycle of rebirth. 

In the Hindu tradition, including the Upanishads, Vedanta and Yoga, the human being’s ultimate objective is to be fulfilled as pure Self. If the human being is an imperfect individual only apparently, he is substantially pure Self, Atman, Brahman. As such he must not only acknowledge himself but also fulfil himself. The perfect yogin lives immersed in the Self, having transcended all imperfections linked to the daily existence of every limited and becoming being who acts and suffers. 

The ideal of the human being who wishes to be free of a painful and instable mundane state (samsara) is present in the Buddhist tradition too. The objective to be achieved is not the Self, which Buddhism denies, in denying the basic reality of every ego. The object is instead nirvana, an immutable state of definitive absence of all disruptions, precariousness and pain. And hence the figure of the arhat, an ascetic who proposes to achieve nirvana alone and only for himself. 

No worries must even touch the arhat about the destiny of others. Such a concern would only disturb his serenity and distance him from the objective of the peace within nirvana. 

Personally however, the Buddha Gotama Shakyamuni felt at the highest level that he wished to free all sentient beings. His intention was to be not exactly the Saviour, the Releaser, but he who would have taught human beings to free themselves with their own strength and means. It is precisely this that, already present in Buddha Shakyamuni, developed increasingly and decisively within the Buddhism if the Great Vehicle (Mahayana), well beyond the narrowness of the Small Vehicle (Hinayana) and also – I wish to add – of a degree of conceit and egoism that is present in it. 

The ascetic of the Hinayana (arhat) is replaced by the saint of Mahayana: the bodhisattva. This person no longer wishes to escape the samsara to discover the beatitude of nirvana, but rather, postponing nirvana (as Buddha himself did) wishes to remain in samsara to free all human beings, all animals and the gods themselves. 

The bodhisattva is a man who not only teaches sentient beings to free themselves, but also frees them. He assumes their karma, that is the result of actions, and purifies it. Rather like the Agnus Dei in the famous Latin prayer, that tollit peccata mundi, rather than "removing" it takes on all the sins of the world, so that every brother, released from the oppressing burden, can stand again and embark upon the right path and complete it. 

9.   Incessant prayer by Amidist and Nichiren Buddhists

The monk Dharmakara (Fa-ts’ang in Chinese) was an exemplary Bodhisattva, who renounced nirvana, became a bodhisattva and promised to free all beings in all worlds. He then became Amitabha, in Japanese Amida-Butsu, the Buddha of Never-ending Light. 

Japan is the country in which Amidism experienced its greatest growth. The most ancient Japanese Amidist sect is the Yuzu Nembutsu Shu. It has existed since the 13th century. But devotion for Amida was already present in other Buddhist sects in Japan. The same can be said with regard to the practice of repeating his name fully believing that this means would lead to redemption. 

Butsu means Buddha. The ancient monk achieved a sort of deification, becoming a metaphysical Buddha of great importance, a fundamental articulation of the supreme Divinity. (This so as not to become lost in the complex mahayanic metaphysics). 

Continuing what one might call his godly career, at a certain point Amida became the King of the Pure Earth, hence of the Paradise situated in the West. In the Sutra of Amida Buddha the same Buddha Shakyamunu (the historical Buddha) reveales to his disciple Shariputra and to a large assembly of other disciples, bodhisattvas, gods, etc, that in the distant West there exists the Land of Supreme Beatitude. This name is used because, in such a landscape of extreme beauty, the beings who reside there are free from all suffering and supremely happy. 

On this subject the Buddha Shakyamuni says: "Shariputra, if a good man or a good woman who hears talk about Amida Buddha adheres solidly to his name even for one, two or three or four or five, or six or seven days, with a concentrated mind and not distracted by anything at all, when that person dies Amida Buddha will appear amidst a multitude of saints. Consequently, when their lives draw to an end, the minds of the candidates will not fall into confusion, and hence they will immediately be born again in the Land of Supreme Beatitude of Amida Buddha". 

What in practice is asked of those devoted to Amida? They must recite the nembutsu (in which nem means "to pray" and Butsu means "Buddha"). This is a three-word ejaculatory prayer: Namu Amida Butsu, which in Japanese means "Homage to the Buddha Amida". 

Among Amidist theologians, some believe that to achieve redemption one must repeat this nembutsu incessantly. Others believe that it is sufficient to repeat the words only once, with faith. Most of them rely on a synthesis of these two opposing concepts in the idea that pronouncing the nembutsu once is sufficient, but that repeating it is worthy and allows the believer to remain in a state of salvation. 

To better concentrate on prayer, and also to say it, the believer uses a rosary called a juzu. In all cases the most suitable attitude is to be synchronised, with the greatest devotion and faith, with the compassionate initiative of love shown by Amida. 

Among Japanese Buddhist sects there is traditionally, in general, great tolerance and reciprocal understanding. There is one exception in preaching by Nichiren, who during the 13th century founded the Nichiren Shoshu sect. With great controversial violence he accused the Amidists of concentrating exclusively on worshipping the Buddha Amida, excluding all other Buddhas. 

Such dislike for the Amidists may date back to an episode that took place during Nichiren's childhood. One day he saw a group of young people dragging an image of a Buddha as if it was a toy. When he protested they answered that the only real Buddha was Amida, and there was no need for the others. 

Nichiren was also responsible for a sect called Nichiren Shoshu. This sect was dominated by a clergy with such an authoritarianism that many lay people judged as excessive and reacted by creating, in the course of the twentieth century, their own association that became increasingly autonomous and in the end also independent: the Soka Gakkai. This new and extremely active religious organisation spread all over Japan (also creating a very strong political party, the Komeiko) and then also spreading to various other countries in the world. 

According to Nichiren the one called the Shakyamuni Buddha should not be identified with the historical Buddha, Gotham. He identifies him with an omnipresent and eternal metaphysical Buddha. 

Hence Shakyamuni is the absolute Mind that contains all that exists and provides meaning to their sense of existing. And is also the absolute Principle that gives life to each creature and is present in each one, even in every single grain of sand. 

The Buddha Shakyamuni materialises in the Gohonzon. And it is through the Gohonzon that the salvation of humankind is achieved. The Gohonzon is a holy and symbolic object, on which adoration is concentrated: something similar to an altar. It contains a mandala, created by Nichiren himself. It looks like a sort of painting, in which there are no figures as in Indian mandalas, but only inscriptions. The absence of figures is justified by the fact that the Buddha Shakyamuni cannot be represented by images. 

The central words are the new formula that in the Nichiren Shoshu replaces the Namu Amida Butsu of the Amidists: it is the Namu Myoho Renge Kyo. This means "Homage to the Sutra of the Good Religion". The Sutra of the Good Religion is the holy Buddhist text that, according to Nichiren, contains the Truth. 

The Gohonzon can be found in special sanctuaries but also in the private homes of all believers, who have been judged worthy of receiving one. Here it is hung on a wall like a holy image. The believer stands in front of it, opens the doors and recites the Namu Myoho Renge Kyo. The believer repeats this formula hundreds and thousands of times once again using a rosary. This "practice" is called daimoku. 

What objectives is one pursuing through this prayer? Not only heavenly salvation, or a better future incarnation, but also worldly achievements at a more immediate and let us say practical level. A job for example, a love affair, a peaceful reunion with a separated spouse, overcoming psychic unease, being cured from an illness for oneself or another person, passing an exam, enjoying success in one’s career, making more money, buying a car or a house at the beach and so on. 

This sect also allows the liberty of asking the Gohonzon also for material benefits. Common people are above all interested in those. Those who turn to the Gohonzon asking for any benefits acknowledge that at least implicitly it is the Source of all goodness, of all happiness. Once there is the habit of invoking all good from that holy miraculous Object, the subject will increasingly address higher levels of goodness and in the end will request spiritual goodness, fundamentally or above all these, always aiming at acquiring "buddhity", the highest perfection. 

10.   Possible psychosomatic and psychokinetic 

        effects of incessant prayer

Members of the Soka Gakkai encourage one another with testimonies of the benefits each has received thanks to the practice of daimoku. Certain critics observe that, if it is true that there are both successes and failures, the failures are never mentioned in public and therefore remain ignored or suppressed to the extent that this is possible. They reach the conclusion that the practice of reciting mantras is per se not influential. 

It is hard to decide in a really objective and scientific manner whether this reciting influences or not the materiality of facts. However, anyone who has any paranormal experience confronts phenomena that confirm the creativity of thought. 

In other words it seems that the human mind’s intense concentration can result in phenomena that are both psychosomatic and psychokinetic: in other words it can exercise a moulding effect on the matter both of one’s own physical body and on other external bodies. 

This is an idea that was familiar to primitive-archaic human beings. Magic is founded on this and, in spite of the superstitious forms expressed, there has to be a real basis if it is true that it is part of the experiences of populations living at such a great distance one from the other in space and in time. 

Superstitions aside, the idea that thought can influence matter, and in a sense forge it, has fundamental confirmations in parapsychology. 

The person writing is also the author of a essay entitled The mind moulds matter, is autonomous of it and survives it. It is the No. 10 of the Hope Booklets. Here there are descriptions of a large variety of paranormal phenomena – both psychosomatic and psychokinetic – that appear to be ascribable to the human psyche, not only, but also to an Agent that transcends it, so to speak, and is more powerful. Referring to that essay for all the rest, I will now attempt to explain myself better and in greater synthesis for elements more strictly linked to the subject discussed here. 

If one can describe as parapsychic those phenomena in which the principle agent is the human mind, we also however have experiences involving paranormal phenomena linked to sanctity and attributable to the work of the Spirit, hence of a divine Subject that inhabits within the depth of human beings and is totally distinct. 

One can state that the Spirit, the Pneuma, the Living God and Creator, transcends the human psyche from within. It is more intimate in man than what a human being can experience as most intimate within. 

Beyond the parapsychic phenomena produced by the human psyche, there are therefore other phenomena similar to these, but they are to be found in the Spirit and can therefore result in pneumatic or paramystic phenomena. 

These could be described as the divine answer to a human invocation. If it is true that divine grace is a gift that God makes of Himself, it would be best that humankind’s prayer-request to the divine Spirit should be above all addressed at obtaining spiritual gifts. 

The level of material gifts is more that of what is human, the excessively human. One could think that purely human psychic forces are mainly at work here, those that result in magical operations. 

The Gohonzon, the holy object on which one concentrates in requesting spiritual but also material gifts can to a certain extent be defined as a vehicle for divine manifestation answering requests at this level; but also in the opposite sense, a receptacle for psychic energies concentrated there. 

The Gohonzon finally is without doubt an object well "charged" with energies: both divine, spiritual energy and "additional" psychic human ones. 

One could say that the same also applies to every rosary, whatever the religious tradition it is used in may be. The rosary is a material object certainly filled with concentrated psychic elements, but also, I would say, with spirituality that comes from the Divinity itself as the answer to the invocations of those praying. 

Certainly the rosary with which one prays a great deal is filled with spiritual and psychic energies. One could add that the prayers addressed at one same holy person must be concentrated all together in one place, if not a physical one, a mental one; in some "sphere" so to speak. 

It is probable that such a concentration of energies should, in the end, become an energetic potential that is not only extremely high per se, but capable of acting at all levels of spiritual, psychic and physical reality, even resulting in transformations of matter itself: causing therefore those that are commonly known as miracles.

11.   The Holy Rosary

It seems to me that in the Catholic Church the repetitive prayer of the Holy Rosary is, in practice, an analogous means for mobilising and concentrating spiritual energy. 

The Church is a divine-human society; it is the collective body of the God who became a man among men, the collective body with Jesus as its head and His disciples as its members (1 Cor 12, 27-31). So Jesus, as He Himself said, is the vine and the disciples are the shoots (John 15, 1-7). 

In speaking of a God who becomes incarnate, it is best to distinguish God Himself in His absoluteness and God as made manifest in the world and made man. Unlike the God that in His absolute dimension precedes all reality, the God Manifestation, the God made flesh is as such co-generated by the Church. 

The Church began with Mary, who is the mother not only of the man Jesus, but also of God Himself since he became a man in Jesus. Calling Mary the "mother of God" is a very correct description, since she is the one who generated among us the God Manifestation, the God Incarnate, the God Man. 

The Church is called upon to be the mother of God on this earth. But in this sense each of us is called upon to become the mother of God: of that God who must be born and grow in the intimate part of each of us. 

For us praying to Mary is praying to the Church, that she may intercede for us, therefore mediating divine grace in our favour. So the divine gifts received through prayer can multiply in favour of each of us also due to the power of the holy Vehicle that brings them to us. 

And what does this power of the Church as the Vehicle of Grace consist in? It is certainly first of all the treasure of spiritual gifts that the Church has received from God and in a sense accumulated. And it is not only this increasing potential of divine energies, but also a potential of human energies that are added and are the sum of the prayers and good thoughts and sacrifices and worthy actions of an immense multitude of saints, and innumerable charismatic men and women. 

Reciting the Holy Rosary is a prayer strengthened by the mediation of the whole Church. 

Asking Mary to "Pray for us" means addressing this prayer to the entire Church, that was started with Mary and in her finds its symbol. 

Saying to Mary "Mary, pray for us" means invoking the Church that she may also pray not only for us, but through us. 

Praying with the Church means becoming the vehicle for a collective prayer that comes to us from the Church itself. 

It is thus that we can set off within this powerful wave, this irresistible current, allowing ourselves to be transported, becoming its limpid channels and powerful vehicles. 

For the Catholic Church, the Ave Maria and the Rosary are a non-renounceable bond. 

The Ave Maria is our prayer to the Church that is triumphant in heaven, and from the Church itself through us. 

It is collective prayer at its best. It is prayer with great power. Its repetition, its rising to heaven from all latitudes and longitudes on earth becomes an overwhelming tide. 

Hence the rosary creates massive defences around the camp of God’s People and powerful weapons for it peaceful offensive work. 

A cult addressed at Mary, therefore at the Church, by saying the Holy Rosary is highly beneficial. It could however become lacking if we wished to make it something contained within itself in the most restricted sense, closing ones' eyes on the prospects it offers per se. 

The Holy Rosary is composed of Mysteries in each of which an episode of Jesus' life "is contemplated". An adequate "contemplation" should include an adequate visualisation of each individual episode, and also of ourselves, in our placing ourselves in front of Jesus, within the Church. 

One should bear in mind the visualisations advised by Saint Ignatius of Loyola: the "visual contemplation of the place", the attempting to "see the people" in their aspects and attitudes and so on. 

Let us not forget how the Ave Maria presents eminently Christocentric and theocentric characteristics. Mary is "full of grace": the bearer of a grace that clearly is bestowed upon her by God Himself, like the "benediction" that distinguishes her from all other women. The Lord is with her. Blessed is Jesus, the fruit of her womb. Mary is the "mother of God; of the God who is among us, of God Himself who by being among us was made flesh. We beg her that, in our name and for our benefit, she will address her powerful prayer to God. 

As previously mentioned, the Ave Maria is basically a prayer that we address at the Church that triumphs in heaven. One should not however forget that for us it is even more important to pray directly to God. Hence the even more central and fundamental characteristics of the Our Father. God is present within each of us, there where each of us can find Him and establish and increasingly intimate and mystical relationship with Him. 

Let us also remember the exhortation by the apostle Paul: "Pray with no interruptions". Uninterrupted prayer to be addressed at God is what we human beings; we creatures, owe God before everything else. 

It is best that a prayer addressed at God should have repetitive characteristics in its own way. It can consist in a sentence with only a few words, in a litany that above all expresses adoration. Using a rosary is also helpful, as is done for invocations also in different religions we have analysed here. Finally it is also important that a prayer addressed at God should follow the rhythm of one’s breathing until it becomes the breathing of the soul. 

Autogenous training techniques can also be very helpful. Having prayer follow the breathing rhythm, using incisive forms of prayer, support from emphatic visualisations are all factors that if used together may converge to exercise an increasingly profounder influence on the person’s subconscious sphere. 

At this point we must remember that techniques borrowed from training and other form of mental control, although useful, are not sufficient, unless there is also a very intense ascetic commitment. 

Ascesis is extremely important. All saints are also ascetics and their spiritual actions are made authentic in proportion to their having been achieved at great cost involving commitment and self-sacrifice. 

At a spiritual level, hence at the level of interiority where religious and mystical life is fulfilled, this would lead in the end to the individual's real transformation. This is what the Latin Church describes as "sanctification", while the Easter Church prefers to speak of "deification" (in Greek: théosis). 

In this kind of deification process man renounces all forms of ego to belong entirely to God, to be transformed into an "angel" of God, into a pure vehicle for the divine Initiative. One might now wonder, however, which are the final objectives of this divine Initiative. God the Creator is totally a Creator; he does not leave the Creation incomplete, but continues until perfection is achieved. Since humankind is the crowning moment of the creation, it is appropriate that humankind should achieve supreme perfection and therefore become like God, the same as Him or as similar as is possible. 

This means that humankind is destined to the perfection not only of sanctity, but also of knowledge and creative power. For humankind achieving perfection also means becoming all-knowing and omnipotent. Achieving creative perfection also in aesthetic terms is part of this objective: to equal the supreme Artist of the creation. 

All this means that humankind’s ascent to God is achieved – always thanks to divine help – not only through sanctification and incessant prayer, but also through the most varied modalities of humanistic commitment to the sciences and all forms of knowledge, the arts, the technologies applied to the transformation of matter and even the psychic techniques in economic activities and social and political work. 

Prayer and action are alternating moments although not entirely different. If praying is an action, in acting the religious human being is conscious of being the vehicle for a vaster divine Action. This should always be borne in mind also visualising oneself at work in such a situation. 

Hence moments of prayer and humanistic action are the steps to be taken in humankind’s journey towards God, towards the ultimate destination of real and total deification. 
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