
A prayer rope (Greek: komboskini, Russian: Tchotki, Romanian: mãtãnii) is a loop made up of complex 
knots, usually out of wool, that is used by Eastern Orthodox Christians and Eastern Catholics to count the 

number of times they have prayed the Jesus Prayer: "Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me, the 
sinner." 

 

Contents Description 
Historically, the prayer rope would typically have 100 knots, although prayer ropes with 50 or 33 knots can also be found 

in use today. There are even small, 10-knot prayer ropes intended to be worn on the finger. Hermits in their cells may have 
prayer ropes with as many as 500 knots in them. 

There is typically a knotted cross where the prayer rope is joined together to form a loop, and a few beads at certain intervals 
between the knots (usually every 10 or 25 knots) for ease in counting. Longer prayer ropes frequently have a tassel at the end of 
the cross; its purpose is to dry the tears shed due to heartfelt compunction for one's sins. The tassel can also be said to represent 
the glory of the Heavenly Kingdom, which one can only enter through the Cross. 
The prayer rope is commonly made out of wool, symbolizing the flock of Christ; though in modern times other materials are used 
also. The traditional color of the rope is black (symbolizing mourning for one's sins), with either black or colored beads. The beads 
(if they are colored) and at least a portion of the tassel are traditionally red, symbolizing the blood of Christ and the blood of the 
martyrs. In recent times, however, prayer ropes have been made in a wide variety of colors. 
Though prayer ropes are often tied by monastics, lay persons are permitted to tie them also. In proper practice, the person tying a 
prayer rope should be of true faith and pious life and should be praying the Jesus Prayer the whole time. 
 

 Use 
When praying, the prayer rope is normally held in the left hand (leaving the right hand free to make the Sign of the Cross). When 
not in use, the prayer rope should be wrapped around the left wrist so that it continues to remind one to pray without ceasing. If 
this is impractical, it may be placed in the (left) pocket, but should not be hung around the neck or suspended from the belt. The 
reason for this is humility: one should not be ostentatious or conspicuous in displaying the prayer rope for others to see. 
During  Tonsure , Orthodox Monks and Nuns are given a prayer rope, with the words: 
Accept, O brother/sister (name), the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God (Ephesians 6:17) in the everlasting Jesus prayer 
by which you should have the name of the Lord in your soul, your thoughts, and your heart, saying always: "Lord Jesus Christ, 
Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner." 
The prayer rope is considered to be the sword of the Spirit, because prayer which is heartfelt and inspired by the grace of the 
Holy Spirit is a weapon that defeats the Devil. 
In some Russian Orthodox service books, certain services can be replaced when necessary by praying the Jesus Prayer a speci-
fied number of times, anywhere from 300 to 1,500 times depending on the service being replaced. In this way prayers can still be 
said even if the service books are for some reason unavailable. The use of a prayer rope is a very practical tool in such cases, 
simply for keeping count of the prayers said. 
Over the centuries, various cell rules have developed to help the individual in the daily use of the prayer rope. However, there is 
no single, standardized method that is used universally throughout the Church. There may be prostrations after each prayer or 
after a certain number of prayers, depending upon the particular rule being followed. 
Not only is the Jesus Prayer used, but Orthodox Christians also have many "Breath Prayers". Contrary to thought, they are not to 
be said using spiritual breathing, that can only be determined by a spirtual father. Some breath Prayers that are continuasly re-
peated on the Prayer Rope are: Lord Have Mercy, Come Lord Jesus, Lord I Believe...Help My Unbelief, Lord Save Me  
 

 History 
The history of the prayer rope goes back to the origins of Christian monasticism itself. When monks began going into the deserts 
of Egypt, it was their custom to pray the entire 150 Psalms every day. However, because some of the monks were unable to 
read, they would either have to memorize the psalms or perform other prayers and prostrations in their stead. Thus the tradition 
of saying 150 (or more) Jesus Prayers every day began. 
The invention of the prayer rope is attributed to Saint Pachomius in the fourth century as an aid for illiterate monks to accomplish 
a consistent number of prayers and prostrations in their cells. Previously, monks would count their prayers by casting 
pebbles into a bowl, but this was cumbersome, and could not be easily carried about when outside the cell. The use 
of the rope made it possible to pray the Jesus Prayer unceasingly, whether inside the cell or out, in accordance 
with Saint Paul's injunction to "Pray without ceasing" (I Thessalonians 5:17). 
It is said that the method of tying the prayer rope had its origins from the Father of Orthodox Monasticism, Saint 
Anthony the Great. He started by tying a leather rope with a simple knot for every time he prayed Kyrie Eleison 
("Lord have Mercy"), but the Devil would come and untie the knots to throw off his count. He then devised a 
way--inspired by a vision he had of the Theotokos--of tying the knots so that the knots themselves would con-
stantly make the sign of the cross. This is why prayer ropes today are still tied using knots that each contain 
seven little crosses being tied over and over. The Devil could not untie it because the Devil is vanquished by the 
Sign of the Cross. 
In the West, the prayer rope evolved into the Rosary. 
 

Notes 
   1. ^ Other prayers may be said using the prayer rope also, most notably the Angelic Salutation: "Rejoice, O Virgin 
Theotokos, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the Fruit of thy 
womb, for thou hast borne the Saviour of our souls." - similar to the Western Hail Mary. 
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