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Abstract
This study explores the theological and anthropological significance of the Jesus 
Prayer as reflected in modern literature, situating it within the dynamic relationship 
between ascetic practice and inner spiritual life. Beginning with Thaïs by Anatole 
France, the analysis highlights how the absence of authentic prayer leads to spiritual 
disintegration, despite rigorous ascetic effort. The study continues with Leo Tolstoy’s 
Father Sergius, where prayer emerges as the decisive factor in spiritual discernment 
and resistance to temptation. This literary perspective is deepened through the 
theological vision of Fyodor Dostoevsky, for whom prayer becomes the foundation 
of communion, love, and universal responsibility. The hesychast tradition, especially 
as articulated by St. Basil of Poiana Mărului and later Orthodox theology, confirms 
that the Jesus Prayer is not a technique, but a living encounter with Christ. Finally, 
the modern reception of the prayer in J. D. Salinger demonstrates its enduring 
relevance beyond traditional religious contexts. The study argues that the Jesus 
Prayer constitutes the inner axis of authentic spiritual life and a universal path of 
transformation.
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I. Introduction: Between External Asceticism and Inner Collapse

The ascetic life of the desert has rarely been explored in depth within 
secular literature, and when it has been approached, it has often been filtered 
through philosophical or psychological lenses rather than through a genuine 
engagement with the inner dynamics of spiritual life. Nevertheless, there 
are certain exceptional works that demonstrate a surprising sensitivity to, 
and familiarity with, the spiritual traditions of early Christianity. Among 
these, Thaïs by Anatole France occupies a particularly significant place, not 
only because of its literary value, but also because of the subtle theological 
questions it raises1.

Published in 1899, the work was described by its author as “the 
story of a saved sinner and a lost ascetic”. This striking and paradoxical 
formulation already signals the deeper tension that structures the narrative. 
It invites the reader to consider the unsettling possibility that ascetic 
effort, when detached from its authentic spiritual foundation, may lead 
not toward salvation, but toward fragmentation, illusion, and ultimately 
spiritual collapse. In this sense, France’s narrative does not simply retell a 
traditional story; it interrogates the very meaning of asceticism itself.

France openly acknowledges that the narrative draws upon an ancient 
Coptic account preserved within the Lives of the Desert Fathers, translated 
into Latin by Tyrannius Rufinus during the reign of Theodosius I. Yet 
the author does not remain faithful to the hagiographic model in a strict 
sense. Instead, he reshapes the material, allowing himself considerable 
interpretative freedom, and transforms what was originally a spiritual 
edifying narrative into a more complex philosophical and psychological 
exploration.

At the center of the story stands the monk Paphnutius, who appears, at 
least initially, as the embodiment of radical renunciation. Withdrawn into 
the desert, he seeks to eradicate every trace of worldly attachment and to 
devote himself entirely to the pursuit of divine truth. His ascetic program 
is rigorous, uncompromising, and seemingly oriented toward holiness. 
However, this apparent coherence begins to unravel when he decides to 
return to the city in order to “save” the courtesan Thaïs.

1 Anatol France, Thais, transl. Marcel Gafton, Vasiliana 98, București, 2017.
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The encounter between the ascetic and the courtesan becomes the 
turning point of the narrative. While Paphnutius interprets his mission in 
terms of spiritual responsibility, the text gradually reveals a more troubling 
reality. His zeal is not entirely free of ambiguity; beneath the surface of 
ascetic determination lies a repressed passion that ultimately distorts his 
intention.

This tension reaches its dramatic climax in the final scene, where the 
roles of the two characters are reversed. Thaïs, who abandons her former 
life and embraces repentance, attains a state of spiritual illumination, while 
Paphnutius descends into despair, confessing his love in a moment of inner 
disintegration. In a passage that captures the essence of this reversal, the 
narrative suggests that what seemed at first to be an act of salvation was, in 
fact, an expression of unresolved desire.

In this light, the story can be read as a profound meditation on the 
limits of external asceticism. The gap between outward struggle and inner 
disorder becomes increasingly evident: the ascetic effort, pushed sometimes 
to extreme bodily forms, is accompanied by a gradual disintegration of the 
interior life, revealing the absence of a true spiritual center.

From a theological perspective, this paradox can be understood 
through the absence of a decisive element: prayer. Unlike the authentic 
ascetic tradition of the Church, where prayer constitutes not simply one 
practice among others but the very heart of spiritual life, Paphnutius’s 
struggle is dominated by external effort. His asceticism, though intense, 
lacks the interior dimension that would give it meaning, direction, and 
coherence.

In the patristic understanding, ascetic practices—fasting, solitude, 
renunciation—are never ends in themselves. They are meaningful only 
insofar as they are integrated into a living relationship with God, expressed 
and sustained through prayer. Without this inner orientation, the ascetic 
path risks becoming distorted, turning either into sterile formalism or into 
a subtle form of spiritual self-deception.

This observation is consistent with the broader teaching of the Orthodox 
spiritual tradition, which emphasizes the necessity of the continuous 
remembrance of God. Prayer, in this context, is not an isolated act, but a 

The Jesus Prayer Between Literature and Spiritual Experience...



TEOLOGIA
4 / 2025

166 STUDIES AND ARTICLES

state of being—a way of inhabiting existence in constant reference to the 
divine presence.

Without such a state, even the most rigorous forms of ascetic discipline 
may fail to produce genuine transformation. Instead of leading to humility 
and love, they may reinforce hidden passions or generate interior 
fragmentation.

The present study proposes to explore this fundamental insight by 
examining how literary representations of ascetic life engage, implicitly 
or explicitly, with the question of prayer—more specifically, with the 
tradition of the Jesus Prayer. The approach adopted is a comparative and 
hermeneutical one, bringing into dialogue literary analysis and Orthodox 
theological reflection.

By doing so, the study aims not only to interpret literary texts, but also 
to illuminate the deeper anthropological and spiritual implications that 
these texts reveal, often with a clarity that is both unsettling and profoundly 
instructive.

II. The Absence of Prayer in Anatole France’s Thaïs

In Thaïs, the character of Paphnutius appears, at first glance, as an 
exemplary ascetic. His life is defined by renunciation, discipline, and 
an uncompromising pursuit of holiness. However, a closer examination 
reveals a critical absence: the lack of a living relationship with God 
expressed through prayer.

The narrative emphasizes Paphnutius’s external efforts—fasting, 
solitude, and self-denial—but offers little indication of inner transformation. 
His attempt to convert Thaïs is driven by an obsessive desire to “save” 
her, yet this desire is rooted in personal attachment rather than genuine 
compassion.

This distinction is essential. In the patristic tradition, true asceticism is 
inseparable from humility and love, both of which are cultivated through 
prayer. As the Desert Fathers repeatedly emphasize, the purpose of ascetic 
practice is not self-mastery in itself, but the purification of the heart in 
order to receive divine grace.
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The failure of Paphnutius thus illustrates a fundamental spiritual 
principle: external asceticism without inner prayer leads to illusion 
(πλάνη).

This insight prepares the ground for the analysis of Russian literature, 
where the relationship between prayer and ascetic life is explored with 
greater depth and nuance.

III. The Centrality of Prayer in Leo Tolstoy’s Father Sergius

The theme of asceticism receives a far more nuanced and psychologically 
profound treatment in Father Sergius by Leo Tolstoy2. Unlike the schematic 
portrayal encountered in earlier narratives, Tolstoy constructs a complex 
spiritual drama, in which ascetic practice is placed under the scrutiny of 
inner experience and moral ambiguity.

The protagonist, Stepan Kasatsky, enters monastic life not out of a 
simple vocational calling, but as a consequence of a deep personal crisis 
that shatters his former identity. His decision is marked by an intense desire 
for moral purification and spiritual perfection, a desire that carries within 
itself both sincerity and latent danger. In this sense, his entry into monastic 
life can be understood not only as a conversion, but also as an attempt to 
reconstruct the self on new foundations.

In the early stages of his ascetic journey, Kasatsky’s progress appears 
strikingly rapid. He embraces discipline with determination, cultivates 
humility, and soon acquires a reputation for holiness among those around 
him. To external observers, he becomes an example of moral integrity 
and spiritual dedication. Yet Tolstoy gradually dismantles this appearance 
of stability, revealing that beneath the surface lies a far more fragile and 
conflicted interior world.

This tension is articulated with remarkable clarity in one of the most 
significant passages of the text: “His life was hard not because of fasting 

 2 Lev Tolstoi, “Părintele Serghi” (transl. Cezar Petrescu and S. Recevski), in: Lev 
Tolstoi, Nuvele și povestiri vol. 2, Editura pentru Literatura Universală, București, 
1965, pp. 266-316.
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and prayer—they were not difficulties—but because of the inner struggle 
he had not expected”3.

This statement marks a decisive shift in perspective. It challenges the 
assumption that ascetic life is defined primarily by external practices such 
as fasting or bodily discipline. Instead, it relocates the center of spiritual 
struggle within the human person, in that hidden space where desire, doubt, 
and self-awareness intersect.

From this point onward, Tolstoy’s narrative unfolds as an exploration 
of this interior battlefield. The real drama of ascetic life is not visible in 
external actions, but takes place within the heart, where the individual 
confronts both his limitations and his illusions.

At critical moments of tension, Sergius turns toward prayer. One of the 
most revealing episodes depicts his desperate invocation: “Lord, take me, 
take me to You”4.

This prayer is striking in its simplicity. It does not follow a formal 
structure, nor does it attempt to articulate a theological argument. Instead, 
it emerges as a direct cry of the soul, expressing both vulnerability and 
longing.

The effect of this invocation is immediate and deeply significant: “He 
felt not only relieved, but softened and even joyful”5.

In this brief transformation, Tolstoy captures something essential about 
the nature of prayer. It is not presented as a ritual obligation or a mechanical 
repetition of words, but as a living encounter, capable of reorienting the 
entire inner state of the person. The movement from tension to peace, from 
hardness to tenderness, suggests that prayer operates at a level deeper than 
conscious effort.

At the same time, Tolstoy subtly indicates that such moments are fragile. 
Prayer, while powerful, does not function automatically or permanently. 
It requires attention, sincerity, and continuity. When these conditions are 
absent, the stability it provides begins to weaken.

In this sense, the narrative anticipates a key insight of Orthodox 
spiritual theology: that prayer must become not merely an occasional 

3 Lev Tolstoi, “Părintele Serghi”, p. 283.
4 Lev Tolstoi, “Părintele Serghi”, pp. 283-284.
5 Lev Tolstoi, “Părintele Serghi”, pp. 283-284.
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act, but a constant presence, a rhythm that sustains the inner life. Without 
this continuity, ascetic practices risk losing their meaning, becoming 
disconnected from their spiritual purpose.

Thus, Tolstoy’s portrayal of Sergius reveals a fundamental paradox. 
The more the protagonist advances in external ascetic achievement, the 
more he becomes exposed to inner instability. What appears to be progress 
may conceal a subtle form of self-deception, rooted in the desire for 
recognition or control6.

Only in moments of authentic prayer does this illusion begin to 
dissolve. Prayer becomes the place where the individual is confronted 
with truth—not as an abstract concept, but as an existential reality that 
transforms perception, emotion, and intention.

In this light, Father Sergius can be read not merely as a literary work, 
but as a profound meditation on the nature of spiritual life. It suggests that 
the decisive criterion of asceticism is not the intensity of external effort, 
but the depth of inner orientation toward God—a depth that can only be 
sustained through prayer.

IV. Prayer, Discernment, and Spiritual Authority in Dostoevsky

If Leo Tolstoy reveals, with remarkable psychological acuity, the fragility 
of asceticism when it is deprived of sustained and living prayer, Fyodor 
Dostoevsky offers, in The Brothers Karamazov7, a vision that is at once 
more explicitly theological and profoundly ecclesial8.

 6 See Lev Tolstoi, “Părintele Serghi”, pp. 283-284.
 7 F. M. Dostoievski, Frații Karamazov – Roman în patru părți și epilog, transl. Ovidiu 

Constantinescu and Isabella Dumbravă, Polirom, Iași, 2011.
 8 See Cristian Ioan Dumitru, O fenomenologie a păcatului la Dostoievski. Imagini 

și simboluri în Crimă și pedeapsă și Frații Karamazov, Reîntregirea, Alba Iulia, 
2020; Gheorghe Holbea, “Dimensiunea filocalică a operei lui Dostoievski”, in: 
Camelia Dinu (ed.), Recitindu-l de Dostoievski, 200 de ani de la naștere, Litera, 
București, 2001, pp. 214-231; Rowan Williams, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith, and 
Fiction, Baylor University Press, 2011; Victor Terras, A Karamazov Companion: 
Commentary on the Genesis, Language, and Style of Dostoevsky’s Novel, University 
of Wisconsin, Madison 1981; Lev Șestov, Revelațiile morții (Dostoievski-Tolstoi), 
transl. Smaranda Cosmin, Editura Institutului European, Iași, 1993; Ion Mânzat, 
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In Dostoevsky’s work, the issue is no longer limited to the tension 
between exterior discipline and interior instability. Rather, the focus shifts 
toward the possibility of restoring the unity of the human person through 
a life grounded in prayer, sustained by love, and structured by obedience. 
The novel thus becomes not merely a psychological exploration, but a 
genuine spiritual anthropology.

At the heart of this vision stands the institution of the elder (starets), 
a reality deeply rooted in the Orthodox monastic tradition. Dostoevsky 
formulates its meaning in strikingly radical terms: “The elder is one who 
takes your soul and your will into his own”9.

This definition transcends any purely psychological or moral 
interpretation. It expresses a fundamentally theological understanding 
of the human person as relational and open to transformation through 
communion. The act of entrusting one’s will to another is not an abdication 
of freedom, but a path toward its purification.

In this perspective, freedom is not defined as autonomy, but as the 
capacity to love and to participate in the life of another. The path toward 
such freedom is paradoxical: it passes through obedience, humility, and a 
willingness to be guided.

This insight is confirmed by Orthodox spiritual theology. As Kallistos 
Ware emphasizes, the true spiritual father is characterized by diakrisis—
discernment—as well as by love and the capacity to bear the suffering of 
others as if it were his own10. These qualities do not arise from external 
discipline alone, but from a life deeply rooted in prayer.

These traits find their most complete expression in the figure of Elder 
Zosima. Unlike the image of the harsh ascetic, defined by severity and 

Psihologia creștină a adâncurilor (F.M. Dostoievski contra S. Freud), Univers 
Enciclopedic, București, 1999; Paulin Lecca, Frumosul divin în opera lui Dostoievski, 
Editura Discipol, București, 1998; Ion Ianoși, Dostoievski. Tragedia subteranei; 
Dostoievski și Tolstoi. Poveste cu doi necunoscuți, Editura Europess Group, București, 
2013; Nichifor Crainic, Dostoievski și creștinismul rus, Anastasia, București, 1998; 
Nikolai Berdiaev, Filosofia lui Dostoievski, trad. Radu Părpăuță, Editura Institutului 
European, Iași, 1992.

9 F.M. Dostoievski, Frații Karamazov, p. 48.
10 Kallistos Ware, Împărăția lăuntrică, transl. Eugenia Vlad, Christiana, București, 

1996.pp. 63-71.
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distance, Zosima is marked by gentleness, openness, and compassion. 
His authority is not imposed, but radiates naturally from his inner state. 
Dostoevsky describes this spiritual insight in a passage of extraordinary 
depth: “Having received so many confessions and so much suffering, his 
spirit had become extraordinarily perceptive”11.

This perceptiveness is not simply psychological intuition. It is the fruit 
of a life of prayer, through which the elder becomes capable of entering 
into the inner world of others without judgment. Prayer, in this context, is 
not an isolated act, but the very condition of spiritual knowledge.

Through prayer, Zosima acquires the ability to see beyond appearances, 
to discern the hidden movements of the heart, and to respond with a love 
that heals rather than condemns. His presence transforms those who 
approach him, not through authority in the conventional sense, but through 
participation in their suffering.

Dostoevsky extends this understanding of prayer even further, pre
senting it not merely as a means of personal salvation, but as a universal 
act that embraces all of creation. This expansion is expressed in a simple 
yet profound exhortation: “Pray for all and for everything.”12

At first glance, this injunction may appear excessive or even 
unrealistic. Yet within the framework of Orthodox spirituality, it reveals 
a deeply coherent vision of reality. The world is not composed of isolated 
individuals, but forms a living unity, in which each person is connected to 
all others.

In this sense, prayer becomes an act of responsibility. To pray for another 
is not merely to express compassion, but to participate in the healing of the 
world. The boundaries between self and other begin to dissolve, giving 
way to a form of solidarity that is both spiritual and existential.

This idea reaches one of its most powerful expressions in the poetic 
episode of the Mother of God interceding for all sinners. In this narrative, 
prayer is depicted as a force capable of transcending even the most radical 

11 F.M. Dostoievski, Frații Karamazov, p. 51
12 F.M. Dostoievski, Frații Karamazov, p. 383. See also Vladimir Soloviov, “Din 

discursurile în memoria lui Dostoievski”, in: Marele Inchizitor. Dostoievski - lecturi 
teologice, Polirom, Iași, 1997, p. 48.
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forms of separation: “She falls at the feet of the Lord, together with all the 
saints, asking mercy for all sinners, without exception.”13

The universality of this intercession is striking. It does not distinguish 
between the righteous and the fallen, but embraces all without exclusion. 
In doing so, it reflects the boundless nature of divine love. Here, prayer 
appears not as a private exercise, but as a cosmic act of love, one that 
extends beyond the limits of individual existence. It becomes a participation 
in the divine compassion that sustains and redeems the world.

From this perspective, Dostoevsky’s vision offers a profound 
complement to Tolstoy’s analysis. If Tolstoy reveals the danger of asceticism 
without prayer, Dostoevsky shows that authentic prayer inevitably leads to 
love, communion, and transformation.

Together, these perspectives converge toward a fundamental insight: 
the true measure of spiritual life is not external rigor, but the depth of 
prayer that animates it.

V. Prayer, Beauty, and the Transformation of the Human Person

Dostoevsky’s vision reaches its culmination in one of the most frequently 
cited and, at the same time, most misunderstood affirmations of his entire 
work: “Beauty will save the world.”14

At first glance, this statement has often been interpreted in 
predominantly aesthetic terms, as if Dostoevsky were referring to artistic 
harmony or to an abstract ideal of form and proportion. Yet such readings 
risk overlooking the deeper, genuinely theological dimension of the 
concept of beauty in his thought. For Dostoevsky, beauty is not reducible 
to external appearance or sensory pleasure; rather, it signifies the radiance 
of divine love, a manifestation of the presence of God within the world and 
within the human person.

13 F.M. Dostoievski, Frații Karamazov, pp. 180-181.
14 F.M. Dostoievski , Idiotul, transl. Nicolae Gane, RAO, București, 1996 p. 504; Paul 

Evdokimov, Hristos în gândirea rusă, transl. Ioan Buga, Ed. Symbol, București, 
2001, p. 196; Semion Frank, “Legenda Marelui Inchizitor”, in: Marele Inchizitor. 
Dostoievski - lecturi teologice, p. 226; Ciprian Iulian Toroczkai, Nihilismul în opera 
lui Dostoievski, Ed. Astra Museum, Sibiu, 2014.
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This understanding places beauty in direct relation to the drama 
of human existence. It is not something passively contemplated, but 
something that calls, challenges, and transforms. In this sense, beauty 
becomes inseparable from the question of salvation itself.

As Nikolai Berdyaev observes, Dostoevsky’s entire intellectual and 
spiritual project revolves around the tension between human freedom and 
divine truth15. The human person is called to participate in divine love, 
yet this participation is never automatic or guaranteed. It unfolds within 
a space of struggle, marked by hesitation, contradiction, and the constant 
possibility of failure.

From this perspective, beauty is not simply given; it must be received 
and embodied. It presupposes an openness of the heart, a willingness to 
enter into relationship, and ultimately a transformation of the inner life. 
Without such transformation, beauty remains external and ineffective.

A similar insight is articulated by Rowan Williams, who emphasizes 
that Dostoevsky’s theology cannot be separated from the narrative 
structures through which it is expressed16. In his reading, faith is not 
presented as a system of abstract propositions, but as a lived and often 
dramatic experience, mediated through relationships, dialogue, and 
personal encounter.

This narrative dimension is essential. It suggests that truth, for 
Dostoevsky, is not something that can be grasped intellectually in isolation. 
Rather, it emerges within the concrete situations of life, where individuals 
are confronted with choices that reveal the depth—or the fragility—of 
their inner orientation.

Ion Ianoși underscores the tragic intensity of Dostoevsky’s characters, 
whose inner conflicts expose the limits of purely rational or moral 
explanations17. Their drama is not simply psychological, but existential, 
reflecting the tension between the desire for meaning and the reality of 
suffering. At the same time, Nichifor Crainic situates Dostoevsky within the 
broader horizon of Russian spirituality, emphasizing the deeply religious 

15 Nikolai Berdiaev, Filosofia lui Dostoievski, passim.
16 Rowan Williams, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith, and Fiction, pp. 55-59.
17 Ion Ianoși, Dostoievski. Tragedia subteranei; Dostoievski și Tolstoi. Poveste cu doi 

necunoscuți, pp. 5-7.
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character of his vision. In this context, literature becomes a space in which 
theological truths are not merely stated, but experienced and tested18.

Complementing these perspectives, Paulin Lecca speaks explicitly 
of the “divine beauty” that permeates Dostoevsky’s work, a beauty that 
cannot be separated from the presence of Christ19. It is a beauty that heals, 
that restores, and that calls the human person beyond the limitations of 
self-centered existence.

In a similar vein, Semion Frank interprets the legend of the Grand 
Inquisitor as a profound reflection on the relationship between freedom 
and love20. The refusal of Christ by the Inquisitor is not merely an act of 
rebellion, but an attempt to replace the demanding freedom of love with 
the security of external authority. In this context, the absence of authentic 
prayer becomes particularly significant, as it signals a rupture in the 
relationship between the human person and the divine.

Across all these interpretations, one element remains constant and 
decisive: prayer as the foundation of transformation. For Dostoevsky, 
prayer is not an accessory to spiritual life, nor a practice reserved 
for moments of crisis. It is the very space in which the human person 
encounters truth, confronts his own limitations, and becomes capable of 
love. Without prayer, freedom risks becoming self-enclosure; with prayer, 
it opens toward communion.

Thus, prayer is inseparable from humility, for it presupposes the 
recognition of one’s own insufficiency. It is inseparable from forgiveness, 
for it places the individual in relation to others not as rivals, but as 
participants in a shared condition. And it is inseparable from love, for 
it ultimately directs the human person toward the divine source of all 
existence.

In this sense, prayer is not merely a means of personal salvation, but 
the very condition of authentic existence. It is the hidden center from 
which all genuine transformation begins, and without which even the most 
profound insights into beauty, freedom, or truth remain incomplete.

18 Nichifor Crainic, Dostoievski și creștinismul rus, pp. 22-27.
19 Paulin Lecca, Frumosul divin în opera lui Dostoievski, pp. 8-9.
20 Semion Frank, “Legenda Marelui Inchizitor”, in: Marele Inchizitor. Dostoievski - 

lecturi teologice, pp. 221-228.
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VI. The Jesus Prayer in Hesychast Theology

The literary insights discussed above, while articulated within the ima
ginative and symbolic space of modern literature, find their deeper and 
more coherent theological foundation in the hesychast tradition of the 
Church. This tradition, shaped over centuries of spiritual experience, 
offers not only a framework for understanding prayer, but also a living 
methodology for the transformation of the human person.

At the center of this tradition stands the practice of the Jesus Prayer, 
understood not merely as a formula, but as a way of inhabiting existence in 
continuous relation to God. A key figure in articulating this understanding 
within the Romanian spiritual context is St. Basil of Poiana Mărului, whose 
teaching provides a remarkably clear and systematic account of the role of 
prayer in the life of the believer21.

According to his interpretation, the Jesus Prayer fulfills a double 
and complementary function. On the one hand, it serves as a means of 
invoking divine assistance in the struggle against temptation; on the other, 
it becomes a path toward receiving mercy after the experience of sin. 
This dual function reveals a dynamic understanding of spiritual life, one 
that does not presuppose perfection, but accompanies the human person 
through all stages of his or her journey.

In this perspective, the Christian is not defined by a fixed spiritual state, 
but by movement—by a continuous process of falling, rising, and being 
restored. As St. Basil explains, the human person may find himself in one 
of three fundamental conditions: either under the influence of passions, 
actively struggling against them, or having attained a relative freedom 
from their domination.

What is significant, however, is that in all these states, without 
exception, the Jesus Prayer remains indispensable. It is not reserved for 
the advanced, nor limited to beginners, but accompanies the believer at 
every stage, adapting to the concrete realities of the inner life.

21 Sfântul stareţ Vasile de la Poiana Mărului, Introduceri în rugăciunea lui Iisus şi 
isihasm, transl. Ioan and Maria-Cornelia Ică jr., Ed. Deisis, Sibiu, 2009. I followed the 
synthesis made, in the review of this book, by Ciprian Iulian Toroczkai, in: Revista 
Teologică nr. 3 (2009), pp. 202-207.
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This universality of the prayer is closely connected to another essential 
concept in the hesychast tradition: prosoche, or attention. The Fathers 
describe attention as “the mother of prayer”, indicating that prayer cannot 
exist as a living reality without an awakened and vigilant consciousness.

Yet this attention should not be understood in purely intellectual 
terms. It is not a matter of abstract concentration or mental effort alone, 
but involves the whole human being—mind, heart, and even body. It is a 
form of inner presence, a gathering of the scattered energies of the person 
into a unified orientation toward God.

In this sense, attention becomes both a discipline and a grace. It 
requires effort, but also opens the possibility of transformation. Without 
it, prayer risks becoming mechanical; with it, even the simplest invocation 
acquires depth and vitality.

At the same time, the hesychast tradition insists on the necessity of 
discernment (diakrisis), particularly in relation to inner experiences that 
may arise during prayer. The spiritual path is not without its ambiguities, 
and not every interior sensation can be trusted without examination.

A frequently cited example in this regard is the experience of “warmth,” 
often associated with the practice of the Jesus Prayer. According to the 
tradition, such a sensation may have multiple origins: it may be the result of 
physical processes, the effect of demonic suggestion, or the manifestation 
of divine grace.

The difficulty lies precisely in distinguishing between these possibilities. 
Without discernment, the practitioner risks falling into spiritual deception, 
mistaking illusion for authentic experience.

For this reason, the Fathers consistently emphasize the importance 
of guidance, humility, and sobriety of mind. Spiritual life is not a field 
for experimentation or self-affirmation, but a path that requires caution, 
patience, and openness to correction.

These principles are further developed in the Philokalia, the great 
anthology of ascetical texts that has shaped Orthodox spirituality. Here, 
the guarding of the mind—phylake kardia, or the watchfulness of the 
heart—is presented as the core of the spiritual life.

This guarding is not a defensive posture in the narrow sense, but a 
form of attentive awareness that allows the person to recognize and 

Daniel SĂRARU



TEOLOGIA
4 / 2025

177STUDIES AND ARTICLES

respond to the movements of thought and desire. Through this practice, 
the mind gradually descends into the heart, and prayer becomes no longer 
an external act, but an interior state.

Modern Orthodox theology has taken up and deepened these insights, 
bringing them into dialogue with contemporary concerns22. Dumitru 
Stăniloae, for instance, emphasizes that the Jesus Prayer cannot be reduced 
to a technique or method23. For him, prayer is fundamentally a personal 
encounter with Christ, an event of communion that transforms both the 
one who prays and the very structure of his or her existence.

In this perspective, the repetition of the prayer is not an end in itself, but 
a means of opening the heart to the presence of the divine. What matters is 
not the quantity of repetition, but the quality of attention and the sincerity 
of the relationship.

A similar caution is articulated by Irénée Hausherr, who, while 
recognizing the centrality of the divine name in the tradition of the Jesus 
Prayer, warns against the danger of reducing it to a mechanical formula24. 
The invocation of the name of Christ is effective not through repetition 
alone, but through faith, humility, and the living awareness of the One who 
is invoked.

Taken together, these perspectives converge toward a fundamental 
insight: the Jesus Prayer is not an optional or secondary element within 
Christian spirituality. It is not a specialized practice reserved for monastics, 
nor a marginal devotion. Rather, it represents the very heart of spiritual 
life, the point at which theology, anthropology, and lived experience meet.

In the light of this tradition, the literary representations discussed 
earlier acquire a deeper significance. The failures and successes of the 

22 See Părinții din Muntele Athos, Despre rugăciune, Ed. Sophia, București, 2019.
23 Dumitru Stăniloae, “Cuvânt solemn la canonizarea Sfântului Calinic de la Cernica”, 

in: Biserica Ortodoxă Română LXXIII (1955), pp. 1162-1172; Dumitru Stăniloae, 
“Isihaştii sau sihaştrii şi rugăciunea lui Iisus în tradiţia ortodoxiei româneşti”, in: FR 
III, Bucureşti, 1979, pp. 555-589.

24 I. Hausherr, Numele lui Hristos și căile rugăciunii. Invocarea neîncetată a lui 
Dumnezeu ca practică spirituală, transl. Mihai Valentin Vladimirescu, Ed. Herlad, 
București, 2022; I. Hausherr, Isihasm și Rugăciune. Studii și exerciții spirituale 
isihaste ce însuflețesc practica neîncetată a Rugăciunii inimii, transl. Radu-Cosmin 
Săvluescu, Ed. Herald, București, 2023.
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characters are no longer merely narrative elements, but reflections of a more 
universal truth: that the authenticity of spiritual life depends not on external 
rigor, but on the presence of prayer as a living, transforming reality.

VII. Modern Reception: The Case of Salinger

The relevance of the Jesus Prayer cannot be confined to the traditional 
contexts in which it was historically cultivated, such as the monastic 
communities of the desert or the hesychast milieus of Byzantine and 
post-Byzantine spirituality. On the contrary, one of the most compelling 
aspects of this form of prayer lies precisely in its capacity to transcend 
its original setting and to reappear, often in unexpected ways, within 
modern cultural and literary landscapes. A particularly striking example of 
this phenomenon can be found in Franny and Zooey25, a work that brings 
the ancient practice of the Jesus Prayer into direct confrontation with the 
anxieties and disorientations of contemporary life.

The protagonist, Franny Glass, is introduced as a young student who 
experiences a growing sense of dissatisfaction with the world around her. 
Her encounter with The Way of a Pilgrim becomes a decisive moment in 
her inner development26. Through this text, she discovers the practice of the 
Jesus Prayer and becomes deeply attracted to its simplicity and apparent 
promise of inner coherence.

What Franny encounters is not merely a new spiritual technique, but 
a possibility of reconfiguring her entire relationship to reality. In a context 
marked by superficiality, intellectual pretension, and emotional instability, 
the prayer appears as a path toward authenticity—a way of reconnecting 
with something essential and enduring.

25 J. D. Salinger, Franny şi Zooey, trad. Mihaela Dumitrescu, Ed. Polirom, Iaşi, 2002.
26 From the multitude of editions that have circulated and continue to circulate in the 

Romanian theological space, we mention the following: Pelerinul rus. Mărturisirea 
plină de har despre căutarea și practica Rugăciunii inimii – Cel mai iubit text clasic 
al spiritualității creștine despre Rugăciunea lui Iisus, Ed. Herald, București, 2020; 
Povestirile unui pelerin în căutarea rugăciunii neîncetate. Textul integral al redacției 
Optina, ed. a II-a, transl. Ioan I. Ică jr., Ed. Deisis, Sibiu, 2012; Pelerinul rus, transl. 
Paulin Lecca, Ed. Sophia, București, 2008.
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Her experience, however, cannot be understood in isolation from 
the broader cultural crisis that the narrative subtly portrays. Franny is 
surrounded by relationships that lack depth and by forms of discourse that, 
despite their sophistication, fail to address the fundamental questions of 
meaning and purpose. Her turn toward prayer thus represents not only a 
personal choice, but also a response to a perceived inadequacy of modern 
cultural forms.

Yet this response is not received without resistance. Those closest 
to her—particularly her family—interpret her behavior through a 
psychological lens, perceiving it as a sign of imbalance or distress. At one 
point, the possibility of medical intervention is even considered, suggesting 
that her spiritual search is seen as a deviation from what is considered 
normal or healthy.

This reaction reveals a fundamental tension between traditional 
spirituality and modern secular culture. Practices that, within a religious 
framework, are understood as paths toward healing and integration 
may appear, from a secular perspective, as symptoms of withdrawal or 
alienation.

In this sense, Franny’s experience exposes not only a personal struggle, 
but also a broader epistemological divide: the difficulty of interpreting 
spiritual phenomena within a cultural context that lacks the conceptual 
resources to understand them.

The dialogue between Franny and Zooey, which constitutes the core of 
the narrative, brings these tensions into sharper focus27. Their conversation 
moves beyond the level of immediate emotional reaction and begins to 
engage with deeper theological and existential questions.

Among the issues that emerge in this dialogue, several are particularly 
significant. First, there is the danger of practicing the Jesus Prayer without 
proper guidance. Detached from a living tradition or from the presence of a 
spiritual mentor, the prayer risks being misunderstood or misapplied. What 
is intended as a means of inner integration may, in such cases, become a 
source of confusion.

27 J.D. Salinger, Franny și Zooey, pp. 131-137. See also Andrey Astvatsaturov,. 
“Franny’s Jesus Prayer: J.D. Salinger and Orthodox Christian Spirituality”, in: 
Religions 12 (2021), p. 555.
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Second, the narrative raises the question of escape. There is a subtle 
but real temptation to use prayer as a way of withdrawing from the 
complexities of life, rather than engaging with them more deeply. In this 
context, the Jesus Prayer may be perceived as a refuge, but one that risks 
becoming isolating if it is not accompanied by discernment.

Finally, the dialogue emphasizes the necessity of humility. Without 
humility, the practice of prayer can easily become centered on the self, 
reinforcing precisely the tendencies it seeks to overcome. True prayer, in 
contrast, involves a decentering of the self and an opening toward the other.

These themes resonate strongly with the broader hesychast tradition, 
even if they are articulated within a modern literary framework. As 
Andrey Astvatsaturov observes, Salinger’s work represents a unique point 
of convergence between Orthodox spirituality and Western literature28. 
This convergence is not merely thematic, but structural, as it brings into 
dialogue two different modes of understanding human experience.

What emerges from this encounter is the recognition that the Jesus 
Prayer retains its relevance even in contexts that are far removed from 
its original environment. Its simplicity allows it to be appropriated across 
cultural boundaries, while its depth ensures that it continues to address 
fundamental questions of human existence.

In this sense, the presence of the Jesus Prayer in Franny and Zooey 
is not an anomaly, but a sign of its enduring vitality. It demonstrates that 
the search for meaning, authenticity, and inner unity remains a constant 
of human life, even in a world marked by fragmentation and uncertainty.

Thus, the modern reception of the Jesus Prayer, as illustrated in 
Salinger’s narrative, confirms a broader conclusion: that authentic spiritual 
practices are not confined to specific historical or cultural settings, but 
possess a universality that allows them to be rediscovered and reinterpreted 
in ever-changing contexts.

VIII. Conclusion

The analyses developed throughout this study—ranging from the literary 
reinterpretation of ascetic life in Anatole France, to the psychological 

28 Andrey Astvatsaturov, “Franny’s Jesus Prayer...”, p. 555.
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depth of Leo Tolstoy, the theological vision of Fyodor Dostoevsky, and the 
modern perspective of J. D. Salinger—converge toward a single decisive 
insight: the centrality of prayer as the foundation of authentic spiritual life.

Despite their different contexts and approaches, all these authors 
reveal, in distinct ways, that the integrity of the human person depends not 
primarily on external discipline, but on the presence of a living relationship 
with God. Where prayer is absent, ascetic effort becomes unstable and may 
lead to illusion or inner fragmentation. Where prayer is present, it becomes 
the source of discernment, strength, and transformation.

This insight is confirmed and deepened by the hesychast tradition, 
which understands the Jesus Prayer not as a technique, but as a continuous 
remembrance of God that unifies the human person and reorients existence 
toward communion. In this perspective, prayer is inseparable from 
attention, humility, and discernment, and remains essential at every stage 
of spiritual life.

Modern theological reflection, as well as its reception in contemporary 
literature, further demonstrates that the Jesus Prayer retains its relevance 
beyond its original monastic context. Even within a fragmented and 
secularized cultural landscape, it continues to respond to fundamental 
human questions concerning meaning, authenticity, and inner unity.

Taken together, these perspectives allow us to affirm that the Jesus 
Prayer is not a marginal or optional practice, but the inner axis of spiritual 
life. It does not merely accompany transformation, but makes it possible. 
Through it, the human person moves from fragmentation toward unity, 
from self-centeredness toward communion, and from instability toward a 
life grounded in the presence of God.
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