Prayers Beads and Ropes

Forgetfulness and distraction have been part of our “DNA” since we got booted from the Garden of Eden. Forgetting who we are; forgetting who God is; forgetting what life is really about; forgetting what life should be; forgetting the story that holds us; and forgetting the role we have to play in that story. Forgetting seems to be one of the most impairing parts of our existence this side of Eden. That and distraction: distraction from beauty, distraction from what’s important; distraction from what is real; distraction from purpose; distraction from the larger story playing out around us; distraction from living a life that is in-tune with God and in sync with each other; distraction from living a life with God in this world. Forgetfulness and distraction fill not only our lives but our worship and our prayer, too.

This certainly is not a new phenomenon in the human landscape: think back to the Israelites in the wilderness; think back to the Babylonian exile; think back to David and Bathsheba, to Samson, Mary and Martha; think back to the Pharisees who clung to the letter but missed the spirit. Forgetfulness and distraction haunt our history from the beginning and are certainly no strangers to our psyche now.

God knows this. Perhaps because of this God made us a tactile people. God made us with physical bodies in a physical world. So we understand most readily those things that we can touch, see, feel, hear and taste. Hence why God, since the beginning has been giving us or leading us to tactile things that will help us remember and hold distraction at bay. To remember the Way of God, YHWH had the Israelites tie tassels to their garments. Still to this day the Jewish people hold these knots tied to the end of their prayer shawl as they remember the Way of God. Stained glass, icons, poignant symbols carved in stone and wood have filled our sanctuaries through the centuries helping to hold our mind towards God instead of other matters. And even postures with the body, e.g. kneeling, standing, hands uplifted, rocking, prostrate, have been suggested as tactile ways of bringing heart, soul, mind and body back to God.

Simultaneous to the need for the palpable another reality pervades our lives: the culture of “do, do, do” and when you’re done “doing,” do more. Despite our best intentions, when we sit down (actually stopping) purposing to connect in some way, shape or form to God, when we return to God and begin to empty our minds, what happens more often than not is the reverse. Our minds actually begin to fill and God is held at bay on the periphery of our time in prayer. All of a sudden we find ourselves bombarded by our to-do lists, by those things that worry us, by what’s on the calendar next and by our general state of fatigue:  all symptoms of our overly busy lives.

The early monastic communities of the desert and the Irish utilized an aid in prayer that helped them to concentrate (pay attention to God) and literally make their prayers “count.” Recitation of the psalms (no printing press) and other prayers were part of these early Christian communities’ way. They repeated their prayers over and over again in belief that the less they had to concentrate on the actual “words” being said, the less of a cerebral affair, prayer would be. They imagined their prayers journeying from their head to their heart as they were repeated.

What began as counting rocks or sticks, morphed into etched pieces of wood and eventually into what is now known as the prayer rope in the Orthodox stream of the Church and the rosary/prayer beads in the Roman and Protestant streams. A prayer rope is traditionally black (a color to remind us of the repentant nature of returning to God in prayer) and is made of wool (reminding us that we access the Father through the sacrifice of Christ, the lamb of God). Knots are tied intermittingly along the rope which forms a loop held together by a cross or knotted tassel. The Jesus Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner (Luke 18:10-14) is typically the repetitive prayer practiced on a prayer rope.

