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	 	Christians	are	sometimes	thrown	by	the	suggestion	that	the	breath	can	make	a	significant	contribution	
to	interior	silencing.	"This	must	be	a	Hindu	or	Buddhist	concern	that	is	creeping	in."	While	it	is	indeed	true	
that	working	with	the	breath	is	a	component	of	some	Hindu	and	Buddhist	contemplative	disciplines,	there	
is	also	a	Christian	tradition	that	advocates	simple	attention	to	the	breath	as	an	aid	to	deepening	stillness.	
Before	we	consider,	however,	the	Christian	teaching	on	the	role	of	breath	in	prayer	and	suggest	how	it	can	
be	 integrated	 into	 contemplative	 practice,	 it	 should	 be	 said	 that	we	 are	 talking	 about	 something	 that	 is	
quite	natural.			

	 	In	any	activity	that	requires	concentrated	effort,	the	breath	quite	naturally	plays	a	role.	If	you	have	ever	
tried	to	thread	a	needle,	repair	a	watch	or	necklace,	rub	a	speck	of	bird-dropping	off	 the	car,	remove	the	
swallowed	hook	from	the	fish	you	caught,	you	might	have	observed	that	without	even	thinking	about	it	the	
breath	 quietens	 and	 deepens.	 Singers,	 swimmers,	 people	who	 struggle	with	 panic	 attacks,	 and	 a	 host	 of	
others	learn	the	importance	of	proper	breathing	in	order	to	help	negotiate	the	respective	tasks	at	hand.	The	
fact,	then,	that	the	art	of	contemplative	practice	can	be	facilitated	by	the	breath	should	come	as	no	surprise	
nor	suggest	anything	esoteric.			

	 	From	early	 on	Christians	 have	 seen	breath	 as	 a	 potent	metaphor	 of	 divine	presence	 and	 somehow	a	
fertile	divine-human	delta.	"Then	the	Lord	God	formed	man	from	the	dust	of	the	ground,	and	breathed	into	
his	 nostrils	 the	breath	of	 life;	 and	 the	man	became	a	 living	being"	 (Gen	2:7).	 The	 inflow	of	God's	 breath	
quickened	 life	 in	 the	 human,	 and	 we	 shall	 see	 later	 that	 some	 Christian	 contemplative:	 have	 seen	 that	
attention	to	breath	leads	back	to	God.	In	John's	Gospel	the	breath	of	Jesus	has	a	divine	quality	about	it.	Jesus	
breathes	on	the	apostles	and	says,	"Receive	the	Holy	Spirit”	(Jn	20:22).	Jesus	breathing	on	the	apostles	is	his	
bestowal	 of	 the	 Holy	 Spirit.	 Maximus	 the	 Confessor	 puts	 it	 quite	 simply,	 "God	 is	 breath."	 Theophilus	 of	
Antioch	 says.	 "God	 has	 given	 to	 the	 earth	 the	 breath	which	 feeds	 it.	 It	 is	 his	 breath	 that	 gives	 life	 to	 all	
things.	And	if	he	were	to	withhold	his	breath,	everything	would	be	annihilated	His	breath	vibrates	in	yours,	
in	your	voice.	It	is	the	breath	of	God	that	you	breathe	-	and	you	are	unaware	of	it."	One	of	the	most	moving	
uses	of	 this	metaphor	comes	 from	St.	 John	of	 the	Cross,	 "The	soul	 that	 is	united	and	 transformed	 in	God	
breathes	God	in	God	with	the	same	divine	breathing	with	which	God,	while	in	her,	breathes	her	in	himself.”	
Example	 after	 example	 bears	 witness	 to	 this	 tradition	 that	 uses	 breath	 as	 a	metaphor	 of	 divine	 human	
intimacy.	But	there	is	also	a	very	practical	aspect	of	this	tradition:	the	use	of	one’:	own	breath	as	a	way	to	
experience	this	divine-human	intimacy,	as	an	aid	to	the	illusion	of	separation	from	God.			

	 	One	 of	 the	 earliest	 Christian	 examples	 goes	 back	 possibly	 as	 far	 as	 the	 fourth	 century.	 Evagrius	
reputedly	approached	the	famous	monk,	Macarius,	and	said,	"Father,	give	me	a	word	to	live	by."	Macarius	
responds,	"Secure	the	anchor	rope	to	the	rock	and	by	the	grace	of	God	the	ship	will	ride	the	devilish	waves	
of	this	beguiling	sea.”	Macarius	explained	what	he	meant:	"The	ship	is	your	heart;	keep	guard	over	it.	The	
rope	is	your	mind;	secure	it	to	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	who	is	the	rock	who	has	power	over	all	the	waves	...	
because	it	is	not	difficult,	is	it,	to	say	with	each	breath,	‘Our	Lord	Jesus,	have	mercy	on	me:	I	bless	thee,	my	
Lord	Jesus,	help	me?’”‘°	If	indeed	this	text	is	as	ancient	as	some	believe	it	to	be,	it	shows	that	from	the	time	
when	the	teaching	of	contemplative	practice	begins	to	be	written	down	in	the	 fourth	century,	 there	 is	an	
awareness	of	the	role	of	the	breath	in	contemplative	practice.“	This	monk	is	advising	Evagrius	to	say	some	
form	of	the	Jesus	Prayer	with	each	breath.	John	Climacus,	a	seventh-century	monk	on	Mount	Sinai	says,	“Let	
the	 remembrance	 of	 Jesus	 be	 with	 your	 every	 breath.	 Then	 indeed	 you	 will	 appreciate	 the	 value	 of	
stillness.”			

	 	Following	very	much	in	the	tradition	of	St.	John	Climacus,	another	monk	known	as	Hesychios,	writes,	"If	
you	 really	 wish	 to	 cover	 over	 your	 evil	 thoughts,…	 to	 be	 still	 and	 calm,	 and	 to	 watch	 over	 your	 heart	
without	hindrance,	 let	 the	 Jesus	Prayer	cleave	 to	your	breath,	and	 in	a	 few	days	you	will	find	that	 this	 is	
possible.""	 Elsewhere	 he	 says,	 "With	 your	 breathing	 combine	watchfulness	 and	 the	 name	 of	 Jesus."“	 For	
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Hesychios	 incorporating	 the	 breath	 into	 one’s	 contemplative	 practice	 can	 help	 in	 the	 struggle	 with	
distracting	thoughts	and	with	establishing	 interior	calm.	Hesychios	believes	this	will	also	 lead	to	wisdom	
and	he	recommends	that	we	practice	frequently	with	the	breath.	"Let	us	live	every	moment	in	‘applying	our	
hearts	to	wisdom,’	(Ps	90:12)	as	the	Psalmist	says,	continually	breathing	Jesus	Christ,	the	power	of	God	the	
Father	and	the	wisdom	of	God”	(1	Cor	1:24).”	For	Hesychios	the	pursuit	of	wisdom	involves	practicing	with	
the	breath.			

	 	This	 tradition	 continues	 to	 be	 preserved	 and	 cultivated	 by	 the	 Orthodox	 tradition.	 In	 the	 fourteenth	
century	at	 least	 three	 important	 figures	advocate	practicing	with	 the	breath.	 St.	Gregory	Palamas	 speaks	
most	 approvingly	of	 the	breath	as	an	effective	aid	 in	 calming	a	mind	 that	 is	 always	darting	about.	 In	his	
work,	Those	Who	Practice	the	Life	of	Stillness,	Palamas	says	it	makes	good	sense	and	is	especially	useful	for	
beginners,	 who	 might	 find	 the	 chaos	 of	 the	 mind	 a	 bit	 overwhelming.	 "That	 is	 why	 some	 teachers	
recommend	 them	 [beginners]	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 exhalation	 and	 inhalation	 of	 their	 breath,	 and	 to	
restrain	it	a	little,	so	that	while	they	are	watching	it	the	intellect,	too,	may	be	held	in	check"“	Notice	that	the	
purpose	 of	 using	 the	 breath	 is	 quite	 straightforward:	 a	 simple	 aid	 to	 bringing	 stillness	 to	 the	 discursive	
mind.	Moreover,	he	suggests,	as	others	will	do,	“to	restrain	it	a	little.”	Presumably	he	means	lengthening	the	
exhalation.	This	aids	 the	cultivation	of	 calm	and	concentration.	Who	has	not	profited	by	advice	 to	 take	a	
couple	of	deep	breaths	when	overanxious?	Interestingly	Palamas	does	not	mention	combining	the	breath	
with	the	prayer	word	as	others	before	him	have	done,	though	it	would	be	hard	to	imagine	that	he	would	be	
opposed	to	this.			

	 	Nicephorus	 the	Solitary,	 a	monk	of	Mount	Athos	 in	Greece,	 likewise	 continues	 this	 tradition	but	with	
some	interesting	nuances.	We	spoke	earlier	of	the	heart	as	the	symbol	of	that	human	depth	that	is	deeper	
than	thinking	and	feeling;	this	is	where	you	discover	yourself	as	already	found	by	God.	Nicephorus	comes	
very	much	from	this	tradition.	He	has	an	understanding	of	the	respiratory	system,	typical	of	the	age,	that	
sees	air	going	from	the	lungs	into	the	heart,	and	takes	from	this	a	model	of	contemplative	practice.	‘And	so,	
having	collected	your	mind	with	you,	 lead	 it	 into	 the	channel	of	breathing	 through	which	air	reaches	 the	
heart	and,	together	with	this	 inhaled	air,	 force	your	mind	to	descend	into	the	heart	and	to	remain	there.”		
Nicephorus	 is	 not	 trying	 to	 turn	 us	 into	 spiritual	 contortionists.	 He	 is	 addressing	 something	 of	 great	
importance	 in	 any	 contemplative	 discipline:	 what	 do	 you	 do	 with	 your	 attention	 that	 is	 forever	 flitting	
about	all	over	the	place?	He	suggests	giving	the	attention	totally	to	the	breath.	As	the	breath	leads	air	to	the	
heart	(according	to	his	understanding	of	the	respiratory	system),	so	let	the	breath	lead	the	attention	into	
the	 spiritual	 heart	 that	 remains	 still	 in	 spite	 of	whatever	 turbulence	 there	may	be	 in	 your	 thoughts	 and	
feelings.			

	 	Once	the	attention	is	stilled	and	steadied	in	this	depth,	then	is	the	time	to	practice	one’s	prayer	word,	
which	 for	 him	 is	 the	 Jesus	 Prayer.	 "When	 your	mind	 becomes	 fully	 established	 in	 the	 heart,	 it	must	 not	
remain	there	silent	and	idle,	but	it	should	constantly	repeat	the	prayer	‘Lord,	Jesus	Christ,	Son	of	God,	have	
mercy	upon	me’	and	never	cease.”	It	is	worth	noting	a	slight	difference	between	the	teaching	of	Nicephorus	
and	 that	 of	 John	 Climacus	 and	Hesychios.	 Climacus	 and	Hesychios	 suggest	 that	 from	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	
period	of	prayer,	you	combine	your	breathing	with	 the	prayer	word.	Nicephorus	 is	slightly	different.	Use	
the	breath	 to	 lead	 the	attention	 into	 the	heart,	 then	begin	 the	prayer	word.	The	difference	 is	of	no	great	
significance.	What	 is	 important,	 however,	 is	 that	 all	 of	 these	 teachers	 advocate	 the	 use	 of	 the	 breath	 to	
cultivate	interior	stillness.			

	 	Near	contemporaries	of	Nicephorus	are	two	monks	who	wrote	in	collaboration,	Callistus	and	Ignatius.	
In	their	Directions	to	Hesychasts	they	take	on	board	the	teaching	of	Nicephorus	(in	fact	they	cite	the	very	
passage	from	Nicephorus	that	we	cited),	but	they	too	add	some	things	of	their	own.	They	suggest	breathing	
through	the	nose,	"with	closed	lips,”	and	not	to	let	the	attention	focus	on	any	thoughts	or	images,	only	on	
the	Jesus	Prayer.	This	will	greatly	facilitate	the	unification	of	the	entire	person.	Importantly,	Callistus	and	
Ignatius	 emphasize	 that,	 however	 helpful	 the	 breath	 might	 be	 in	 prayer,	 the	 success	 of	 this	 "natural	
method”	of	prayer	depends	entirely	on	grace.”	"The	only	reason	why	this	method	was	invented	by	the	holy	
fathers	was	to	help	collect	thoughts,	and	to	bring	the	mind	from	its	usual	dispersed	flitting	back	to	itself	and	
to	 concentrate	 its	 attention?"	 Apart	 from	 all	 these	 observations	 and	 their	 emphasis	 on	 the	 centrality	 of	
grace	in	this	practice,	Callistus	and	Ignatius	make	it	clear	that	they	are	handing	on	a	Christian	teaching	on	
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the	role	of	the	breath	in	contemplative	practice	that	goes	back	many	centuries.			

	 	After	Callistus	and	Ignatius	there	crept	in	some	suspicion	regarding	this	tradition	of	practicing	with	the	
breath,	 and	 it	 is	 not	 entirely	 clear	why.	 Theophan	 the	 Recluse	 (1815-1894)	 speaks	with	 approval,	 "It	 is	
important	to	keep	your	consciousness	in	the	heart,	and	as	you	do	so	to	control	your	breathing	a	little	so	as	
to	keep	 time	with	 the	words	of	 the	prayer?”	Likewise	 Ignatii	Brianchaninov	(1807-1867)	agrees	 that	 the	
strength	of	the	attention	can	be	aided	by	"quiet	steady	breathing."	However,	they	insist	that	working	with	
the	breath	and	other	techniques,	such	as	special	postures	and	prostrations	are	not	essential.	In	fact	Ignatii	
Brianchaninov	 has	 heard	 of	 people	 damaging	 their	 lungs,	 and	 Theophan	 says	 that	 without	 suitable	
guidance	 it	 can	 be	 dangerous."	 It	 is	 not	 entirely	 clear	 what	 Theophan	 and	 Ignatii	 are	 reacting	 to.	 The	
centuries-old	tradition	we	have	looked	at	is	really	quite	simple:	unite	the	Jesus	Prayer	with	your	breathing.	
Nicephorus,	Callistus,	and	Ignatius	consider	it	quite	natural.	Perhaps	Theophan	and	Ignatii	are	seeing	in	the	
monasticism	of	 their	day	a	preoccupation	with	 technique,	which	can	derail	 the	 fruitful	 cultivation	of	any	
spiritual	discipline.	For	example,	we	all	know	how	easy	it	is	for	the	attention	to	be	stolen	by	the	chaos	of	the	
wandering	mind.	Attention	to	the	prayer	word	and	breath	can	help	recollect	an	otherwise	riotous	mind,	but	
the	seventeenth-century	spiritual	writer,	Lorenzo	Scupoli,	seems	over-concerned	with	technique	when	he	
says	in	his	Unseen	Warfare	that	the	attention	needs	to	be	focused	not	on	the	breath	but	"just	above	the	left	
nipple.”	Undergraduates	have	found	Scupoli’s	advice	amusing;	one	asked	if	the	nipple	in	question	needed	to	
be	one’s	own!	Common	sense	can	usually	spot	misplaced	emphasis.			

	 	The	breath	can	be	of	real	assistance	in	the	deepening	of	contemplative	practice.	In	fact	the	greater	risk	
is	not	to	use	this	important	dimension	of	the	body's	wisdom.	Shallow;	short	breathing	is	often	resistance	to	
deep,	ungrasping	stillness	and	can	mask	personal	issues	in	the	unconscious	that	have	not	been	met.	I	would	
be	 quite	 prepared	 to	 guess	 that	Mr.	 Duffy	 himself,	 living	 “a	 short	 distance	 from	 his	 body,"	 had	 shallow,	
constricted	breathing.		

	


