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Abstract: The sociology of prayer has a long history and routinely stresses the centrality of prayer
to religious belief and ritual solidarity. Still, we have struggled to clearly define the parameters of
prayer and the various components of this ubiquitous practice. Drawing from a comprehensive
literature review of prayer research, we propose that there are four conceptually distinct dimensions
of the private prayer experience which vary across religious cultures and traditions; they are (1) the
quantity of prayer, (2) the style of prayer, (3) the purpose of prayer, and (4) prayer targets. Our proposed
measures of these dimensions offer researchers a framework to better theorize and investigate the
social mechanisms which produce variation in prayer as well as the individual and social outcomes of
prayer. In particular, we discuss how each prayer dimension fits within specific theoretical framings
to better test the extent to which the emotional, rational, and behavioral elements matter to prayer
outcomes.
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1. Introduction

A vast majority of humans pray daily. From folk to high church religions, prayer
is a constant across religious history (Levin and Taylor 1997; Bellah 2011). In general,
we know that prayer is a source of social solidarity and conflict (Layman 2001; O’Reilly 1995),
an individual and collective ritual which creates an ongoing symbolic interaction with the
divine realm (Collins 2004; Draper 2019), and a mechanism which enhances confidence in
the supernatural (Stark 2017). In sum, as William James (1902) noted, prayer is “the very
soul and essence of religion.”

The experience of prayer is multidimensional; it is physical, emotional, conceptual,
and social. Yet studies of prayer have tended not to address its many dimensions. Quan-
titative studies of the prayer experience tend to measure “prayer” in terms of frequency,
a variable which falls far short of indicating the totality of the phenomenon. Qualitative
studies are better able to capture the emotional and conceptual elements of prayer but tend
to be limited to specific religious groups and traditions. In addition, these studies often fail
to establish conceptual categories and causal mechanisms which could be applied to a vast
range of prayer experiences. This paper is an attempt to (1) provide a theoretical frame-
work for how to measure the many dimensions of the prayer experience, and (2) suggest
mechanisms by which these dimensions of the prayer experience affect both individual
and social outcomes.

The universality of prayer makes its variation considerable. Different religious tradi-
tions, cultural norms, and historical eras produce a vast array of prayer types and meanings
(Baesler 2001; Black et al. 2015, 2017; Chakraborty 2015; Hammerling 2008). In order to
methodically understand this variation, we propose four separate dimensions of the prayer
experience. They are (1) prayer quantity, which is comprised of the length, frequency, and
consistency of praying; (2) prayer style, which indicates the extent to which specific rules
guide a person in prayer, including how prayer is embodied, articulated, and formalized;
(3) prayer purpose, which is what the practitioner says they are trying to accomplish with
prayer; and (4) prayer targets, which indicates the supernatural prayer partner. While
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individuals do not always pray to “God” and sometimes communicate with deceased
loved ones, ghosts, spirits, and vague essences, it is important to note the personality
characteristics of communication partner; and image of God literature provides a frame-
work for this research. In addition, these four dimensions of prayer can be measured and
compared across religious traditions. While most of current prayer research focuses mainly
on a Western Christian context, our four proposed dimensions of the prayer experience
are not Christian specific and will be key variables in determining how prayer varies
cross-culturally.

Another key aspect of prayer is whether it is practiced in private or in a group. The
study of group rituals is well developed in the sociological literature and mainly focuses
on the ability of groups to produce shared emotion, symbols, and beliefs (Durkheim 1995;
Collins 2004). But approaching prayer as solely as group ritual fails to capture the fact
that prayer is often a private practice; our current proposal seeks to better establish the
dimensions of private prayer to determine the extent to which individuals can replicate the
experience of a collective ritual or if the individual experience of prayer is qualitatively
different. Therefore, we propose that prayer needs to be studied as a private ritual.

First, we postulate that these four dimensions of the private prayer experience are
inter-related and combine to produce different experiences ranging in their overall intensity.
In particular, we propose that the emotional resonance and content of the prayer experience
will be crucial in understanding its power, ubiquity, and recurrence. Drawing from Collin’s
Interaction Ritual (IR) Theory (Collins 2004; also see Draper 2019), we argue that the felt
emotional experience of prayer is the mechanism by which prayer affects belief, behavior,
and belonging. For instance, a higher volume of prayer could produce feelings of tranquility
due to its familiarity or, conversely, create anxiety as an obligation that cannot be missed.
Similarly, more strict styles of prayer could evoke feelings of moral superiority because
one is “doing prayer the correct way” or, instead, prayer rules could feel constrictive and
isolating from others. Winchester and Guhin (2019) capture this prayer paradox, showing
how prayer can be both a source of problems and a solution to them when the goal of
prayers is to approach God sincerely. The emotional resonance of variations in volume,
style, purpose, and prayer targets indicate how prayer is experienced by the individual.

In addition, different dimensions of the prayer experience can be connected to different
prayer outcomes. For instance, the quantity of prayer measures the presence of routine and
helps to test the effects of prayer on well-being over the life course; it can also indicate the
physiology of the moment and direct aftermath of prayer. Prayer styles can suggest when
social and group boundaries are most strict and regarding the cultural context of a practice
indicate levels of religious tension. The purpose of prayer relates directly to the beliefs of
the individual and tests the extent to which supernatural expectations guide behavior and
establish worldviews. Of particular interest is how the purpose of prayer reinforces or
conflicts with specific political and scientific worldviews. Finally, prayer targets bring
attachment theory into the supernatural realm. To whom a person prays might say a lot
about the emotional and social disposition of a believer.

Overall, the experience of prayer illustrates how received practices and symbols alter
emotional states, moral perceptions, and social identities to produce different ways of
seeing and being in the world. Mauss (Mauss 2003, p. 36) states it simply: “While it
takes place in the mind of the individual, prayer is above all a social reality outside the
individual and in the sphere of ritual and religious convention.” This basic insight provides
the foundation for the sociology of the prayer experience. Beginning with the fact that the
meaning and practice of prayer are socially guided, the prayer experience then creates a
different reality for the practitioner. This reality, once aroused, offers believers the ability to
communicate privately and directly with the divine on their own. For this reason, private
prayer is an excellent example of how socially constructed behaviors and beliefs become
embedded and developed in individual practices.

The sociology of prayer then seeks to understand how various social sources, such as
the family, religious institutions, the state, civil society, and commercial and regional cul-
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tures determine variation in the individual experience of prayer. Once formed, the prayer
experience will, in turn, produce distinct emotional reactions which will create outcomes
at the individual and collective levels. To this end, we propose how individual variation in
the prayer experience can be measured and how these measures relate to hypothesized
outcomes.

What Is Prayer?

At root, prayer is a “communication addressed to [G]od or [G]ods” (Stark 2017, p. 45).
We also note that many people speak with deceased loved ones and spirits during prayer
(ap Siôn 2016). As a private practice, prayer is distinct from other rituals which often require
an event, gathering, or collective focus of attention. A prayer experience can be individually
generated but requires a sustained level of uninterrupted inner concentration. In prayer, the
individual deliberately shifts their attention, what Woodhead (2016, pp. 224–25) describes
as “changing the subject” in one’s mind, in order to (1) externalize one’s concerns, (2) see
reality through “God’s eye view,” and (3) intentionally relate to others. In sum, a person
in prayer is systematically attempting to shift their consciousness to a different reality in
order to communicate with the divine. When successful, prayer unlocks an experience
through which practitioners interact with the divine and can sometimes literally hear God
“talk back” (Luhrmann 2013).

Reality is defined by Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 1) as “a quality appertaining
to phenomena that we recognize as having a being independent of our own volition.”
In the case of prayer, the practitioner can have a transcendent experience which “has been
defined as an event or state that ‘typically evokes a perception that human reality extends
beyond the physical body and its psychosocial boundaries.’” (Levin 2020, p. 61). In fact,
Stark (2017, p. 46) argues that a key aspect of prayer is to evoke a transcendent experience
which will “reassure humans that religious phenomenon are real.” In this way, prayer has a
recursive quality, where the individual discovers spiritual concepts and emotions through
the practice of prayer, which in turn changes the practice and its meaning recurrently.

In the case of prayer, as with all ritual endeavors, a sacred reality is unleashed by
a social reality. Collins (2004, p. 7) explains that “ritual is a mechanism . . . producing
a momentarily shared reality, which thereby generates solidarity and symbols of group
membership.” And ritual participants often feel a sense of social acceptance and emotional
uplift long after the activity is completed (Draper 2014, 2019). So, a person who engages in
the ritual of prayer does not feel alone or irrational in her activity because she is engaged
in a socially recognized and accepted practice. As such, the sociology of prayer is best
situated to understand the effects of prayer because they are tied to the perceptions and
feelings that participants experience from socially established practices. As Levin (2020,
p. 86) warns, scientific methods “cannot possibly prove or disprove actions of a presumably
supernatural being that may exist in part outside of the physical universe.” Consequently,
the experience of prayer lies firmly within the purview of social causation.

As Mauss (Mauss 2003, p. 36) advocated, “Instead of seeing in individual prayer
the principle behind collective prayer, we are making the latter the principle behind the
former.” Both the concept of a divine “other” and the means to communicate with that
God are based in social traditions (Draper 2014, 2019). The individual does not invent
them. And the social conventions of prayer dictate both internal and external processes,
determining what we expect and then ultimately experience in the act of prayer. Churches,
mosques, temples, and other less organized religious groups define the practical matters of
prayer—how often, how long, and to what end—which individuals embrace in their daily
spiritual lives. Simultaneously, these institutions and communities provide the worldviews
and theologies which explain the purpose of prayer. Armed with these deep systems of
meaning, the prayer experience becomes real. Simmel (1997, p. 131) noted the paradox of
this situation, explaining that “we believe in God because we feel Him, although we really
cannot feel Him until we have accepted His existence.”
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The prayer target helps distinguish private prayer from meditation. Eastern forms
of meditation and mindfulness do not seek to communicate with supernatural targets,
and therefore fall outside the scope of our current discussion (Brown 2013). While certain
forms of meditation can mimic prayer, not all do. There are also significant historical,
religious and philosophical differences between modern strains of Western meditation and
traditional Eastern meditation (West 2016). Western meditation is often a secular practice
that is typically pursued for training of mindfulness (Stratton 2015). Bartkowski et al. (2017)
compared prayer and meditation as anxiety inhibitors and found positive correlations
between communal prayer and anxiety, but no association between meditation and anxiety.

In order to better analyze how the reality of the supernatural is established and how
prayer is utilized to evoke an experience of this reality, we need to begin with how the
experience of prayer varies socially and culturally. We can then begin to hypothesize how
these variations are theoretically predictive of varied outcomes.

2. Dimensions of Prayer

Having defined prayer as a communication with Gods, prayer varies most clearly
with types of Gods, which are the cultural products of distinct histories, narratives, and
theologies (Stark 2017). Consequently, it is the social context of both belief in Gods and
prayer which determines their meaning and significance. The social structural elements
which most clearly influence the experience of prayer are (i) the family, (ii) religious
institutions, iii) the state (or political authority), (iv) civil society, and (v) commercial
culture (Asad 2003; Boyatzis et al. 2005; Pravdová and Radošinská 2013). All play distinct
roles and indicate different social mechanisms affecting prayer. But in order to specify
these mechanisms, we need to first establish how we think about and measure differences
in prayer. By re-conceptualizing past research, we advocate four distinct dimensions of
the prayer experience which are expected to vary across religious traditions, demographic
groups, and national cultures. They are: (1) the quantity of prayer, (2) the style of prayer,
(3) the purpose of prayer, and (4) prayer target(s) (see Table 1). We will explore these indicators,
their intensity, and their theoretical import in turn.

Table 1. Variations in the Prayer Experience.

Lower Intensity Higher Intensity

Quantity Low
(shorter and less frequent)

High
(longer and more frequent)

Style Free
(few rules)

Bounded
(many rules)

Purpose Inner
(seeking change in mood or perspective)

Outer
(seeking change in external world)

Prayer Target Distant
(abstract and indirect)

Engaged
(distinct and active)

2.1. Quantity

Prayer frequency is one of the most used measures of prayer (Wuthnow 2015). While
it tells us nothing about the content or style of prayer, frequency of prayer indicates
how ubiquitous and routine prayer is in someone’s life. In addition, frequency of prayer
varies greatly and often predictably between cultures and groups. For instance, people
in industrial and post-industrial countries pray less often than those in agrarian societies,
suggesting a secularizing effect in modern life (Norris and Inglehart 2004). Yet the vast
majority of individuals in post-modern cultures still pray even though they pray less
(Norris and Inglehart 2004). And prayer, like belief in God, remains in largely secular
cultures even as religious institutions continue to lose members. For instance, many
Americans who do not belong to any religious group pray regularly (Gallup 1985). So,
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while the religious membership and the modernity of one’s culture strongly predict how
much one prays, prayer persists in secular and unchurched environments.

Demographics are strongly related to how often an individual prays. In the United
States, women are more likely to pray than men (Baker 2008; Spilka et al. 2003); adults
are more likely to pray than children (Mason 2016); and church attenders and civically
engaged individuals tend to pray the most (Mason 2016). The elderly, African Americans,
and church-attending Protestants are, on average, likely to pray three or more times a day
(Levin and Taylor 1997). And among Americans, “an inverse relationship between income
level and an active prayer life is apparent,” (Baker 2008, p. 175). Frequency of prayer is
also positively related to charitable giving and volunteerism, regardless of one’s religious
tradition or church membership (Brooks 2007).

Overall, frequency of prayer is an important indicator of an individual’s religious
lifestyle. It suggests how deeply embedded a religious or supernatural reality is in some-
one’s perspective and behavior. To this, we would add how much time people spend in
prayer and how consistently they pray. Together, frequency of prayer, length of prayer, and
consistency of prayer create a sense of the quantity of prayer existing in a person’s day to
day life. Individuals who pray often for long periods of time have a high quantity of prayer,
while those who pray less for shorter periods have a low quantity. The variation between
high and low quantity reveals the extent to which prayer is a constant and dominant force
in the life course of practitioners.

Prayer quantity, by itself, tends not to be related to social or political attitudes and
behaviors. Although there is evidence to demonstrate that those who are civically engaged
pray more often (Mason 2016), Loveland et al. (2005) found that prayer was not associated
with membership in political organizations, raising “doubts about whether prayer matters
for political engagement” (p. 12). In addition, people who pray regularly are not more
likely to oppose LGBTQ rights, advocate gender traditionalism, or be affiliated with the
Republican Party.

A vast literature ties the frequency of prayer to health and healthy life course behaviors
(Levin 2016, 2020; Poloma and Pendleton 1989). The health effects of prayer are sometimes
hypothesized to be a function of how prayer correlates with a host of lifestyle behaviors
(McCaffrey et al. 2004; O’Connor et al. 2005; Wachholtz and Sambamoorthi 2011) and/or
an outcome of the accumulated physiological and psychological therapeutic effects of
prayer. For instance, Newberg and Waldman (2009) found that contemplative prayer (an
inner prayer purpose) consistently practiced has a beneficial effect on memory and slows
down the neurological damage of aging. Still, some prayer purposes can be damaging to
the brain, if they are focused on things that make you frightened or angry (Newberg and
Waldman 2009). Perhaps due to this dual process, Ellison et al. (2009) found that prayer
frequency is unrelated to anxiety or tranquility. The authors suggest incorporating the
varieties of prayer activities and practices to understand which specific prayers yield the
greatest reductions in anxiety. In other words, the relationship between prayer volume and
its health benefits may depend on other variations in the prayer experience. As such, prayer
quantity measures a religious lifestyle, yet what kind of routine (good, bad, or indifferent)
prayer ultimately becomes within each life must be measured separately.

2.2. Style

A central theme in the study of religious faith is that non-empirical beliefs are sustained
in groups; faith requires that we see and hear others who share that faith (Stark and Finke
2000). Ritual activity is an ideal way to demonstrate one’s faith to others and helps confirm
the beliefs and practices of a community. Styles of prayer, or the rules governing what
constitutes a legitimate prayer, create boundaries and conventions around which members
of a community can confidently communicate piety and faith to one another.

Anthropologists of religion have paid close attention to variation in styles of prayer,
studying how declining religious cultures adhere to unique practices and behaviors (Wuth-
now 2015). Of particular interest is the symbolic import of the movements, pageantry, and
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process surrounding prayer, each communicating something central to the identity and ide-
als of a community (Draper 2019). By explicating the cultural rules governing prayer styles,
anthropologists bring us closer to understanding the social and individual significance of
culturally specific prayer acts. And as Winchester (2008) shows, adherence to prescribed
prayer norms can help converts to a religious community develop a new moral habitus,
in which they learn a new set of dispositions about what is right and wrong. While the
symbolism of each prayer style varies across groups and cultures, the overarching meaning
remains consistent—namely, a prayer style helps to determine whether communication
with the supernatural has actually occurred. Proper style legitimates the practice and the
practitioner.

From a religious economies perspective, prayer style could indicate levels of religious
tension. Tension refers to the how different or unique a religious adherent appears within
the larger culture (Stark and Bainbridge 1985). Strict and idiosyncratic styles of prayer
suggest tension depending on the cultural context. In simpler terms, the more rules
and regulations a religious community imposes on prayer, the more costly that religious
practice becomes. Consequently, we need to pay attention to how many and how strict
the rules governing prayer are, rather than the specific rubrics and symbolism of each rule.
The rules themselves, regardless of their form, serve to promote exclusionary theologies
and identities. Prayer styles then vary from being heavily “bounded” with numerous
regulations and conventions to being openly “free” of any restraints. A freer prayer style
makes fewer demands on the practitioner who is at liberty to communicate with the divine
in any way she sees fit.

Prayer styles will tell us how religious communities regulate faith and piety in ritual
form. Communities with members who adhere to strict prayer styles should be in more ten-
sion with the larger culture but should also report deeper levels of belief and commitment.
This is predicted by Strict Church Theory (Iannaccone 1994; Iannaccone and Bainbridge
2009; Kelley 1972; Stark and Finke 2000). In contrast, individuals who adhere to no specific
prayer style may avoid the strictures of exclusive religious communities but also may fail
to generate the same levels of faith. As such, prayer styles tell us something about the
exclusivity and costliness of an individual’s religious life, but they fall short of revealing
the prayer’s conceptual content.

The sociology of religion has long studied the pathways through which religious
groups establish systems of belief and ways of life. Religious groups vary in their social
exclusivity and moral absolutism and these factors directly influence the experience and
behaviors of members. Moral strictness increases the potency and effect of rituals by
filtering out free riders (membership exclusivity) and projecting confidence in one’s faith
(moral absolutism) (Iannaccone 1994; Iannaccone and Bainbridge 2009; Kelley 1972; Stark
and Finke 2000). Logically, stricter groups will have more regulations and suggestions
concerning the style of prayer. In fact, these restrictions will be an important part of
the mechanism to rid the group of free riders. For instance, a prescriptive daily prayer
schedule can be a heavy cost to a religious adherent and will not be practiced by casual
believers, leading to their eventual break with a group demanding that level of commitment.
Consequently, conservative religious communities should promote highly regulated styles
of prayer. More lax religious groups or individuals without a religious membership will
tend toward freer prayer styles.

The style of prayer is a powerful symbol of collective identity and is “used to bridge
differences within group settings marked by diversity” (Braunstein et al. 2014). Group
prayer functions to highlight “potential inclusivity” and can weaken “religious differences
within the group by deepening, understanding, building trust, and demonstrating respect”
(Braunstein et al. 2014, p. 715). Prayer often symbolizes a concern for community and
is associated with membership in specific types of civic action groups, particularly those
focusing on the needs of the individual (Loveland et al. 2005; Pattillo-McCoy 1998).

Prayers may also be performed in a “semi-involuntary” way because of social pres-
sures (Sherkat and Cunningham 1998). In the United States, bowing one’s head in prayer is
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an activity employed by religious, political, and cultural leaders to express moral legitimacy
and request God’s assistance in achieving individual and collective goals, though this may
not be their preferred prayer style. This performed activity renews participants’ feelings of
social solidary and shared purpose (Braunstein et al. 2014). For this reason, public praying
has always been an aspect of American political theater (Domke and Coe 2008).

In some cases, prayer strengthens the expected political opinions of a group, in both
liberal and conservative directions. For instance, Leege et al. (1993) found that, for black
respondents, praying was predictive of opposition to the death penalty, support for affirma-
tive action, and likelihood of identifying as Democrat. Lenski (1963) found that prayer was
related to support for school racial and ethnic integration and state involvement in social
problems. Still, among whites, Kersten (1970) found that saying grace was associated with
Republican affiliation, voting for Republicans, and opposition to LGBT issues. Perhaps the
political theater of prayer increases one’s confidence in one’s political opinions regardless
of the underlying political ideology; Poloma and Gallup (1991, p. 78) argued that “one of
the fruits of prayer is a heightened political awareness that lessens the separation between
the private religious side and the public political side of life” (also see Sherkat and Cun-
ningham 1998). Consequently, we expect that the style of prayer will be closely connected
to both religious and political identity and provide clear indications of social and cultural
boundaries.

2.3. Purpose

Praying means different things to different people and the content of prayer is, in fact,
extremely broad and diverse (Asad 1993; Galonnier and Rios 2016, p. 72; Luhrmann 2013;
Mahmood 2004). Brown (1994) argues what individuals pray about is much more important
than how often they pray, and many researchers agree. What matters more than what or
how often you do something is why you are doing it. The purpose of prayer records why
practitioners say they enter into prayer. And it represents the rational aspect of prayer or at
least how practitioners rationalize the activity to themselves. As we will explain later, how
purpose connects to the affective and traditional parts of prayer should prove important to
prayer outcomes. In addition, purpose can shift over time and or “unfold” as practitioners
develop distinctive relationships with their prayer target or discover unforeseen dynamics
of prayer.

We expect that the purpose of prayer will vary most across religious traditions because
each religious culture will intellectually contextualize their meanings differently. In the
United States, a mainly Christian context, prayer is nearly universally believed to be an
effective means to solve personal and social problems (Ellison and Burdette 2012). Hunter
(1990) found that a majority of Americans feel that prayer before and during government
sessions, school activities, and sporting events leads to greater success. A basic stated
purpose of prayer, consequently, is that supplication to and communication with God will
produce positive individual and social outcomes. Still, the specific intentions of prayer
are often idiosyncratic. To capture the diversity of purpose in prayer, researchers have
developed several typologies of prayer.

Probably the most important types of prayers, from a sociological perspective, are
ones in which the practitioner is asking God for an in-this-world blessing to fill some
specific need; these are commonly referred to as prayers of “petition” (Janssen et al. 1990).
Petitionary prayers are the stereotypical examples of what a person in prayer does—ask
God for something concrete, be it a sign, a healing, or an economic windfall. For this reason,
the content of petitionary prayers should directly map onto individual life problems and
goals.

Unsurprisingly, there is a direct link between petitioning God for something and
social alienation; in the United States, petitionary prayer is most common among African-
Americans, those with lower incomes, and people with lower levels of educational at-
tainment (Baker 2008; Krause and Chatters 2005; Spilka et al. 2003). Of things requested,
personal health is one of the most popular. The 2005 Baylor Religion Survey indicated that
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the last time people prayed, over 60% of the American public prayed for better health while
only one-third (34%) requested financial security. Data from the Centers of Disease Control
also show that 43 percent of Americans said they asked for improved health in the last
prayer they made (Barnes et al. 2004). And a 1998 national survey found that 75 percent of
Americans pray for their general health and 22 percent pray for “improvement of specific
conditions” (Brown 2012, p. 1).

Luhrmann (2013) is careful to remind researchers that not all religious communities
ask congregants to seek a response from God in their prayer. And Brown (2012) notes
that among those she studied, most seem to see prayer as cumulative and long term in
its effects. So, beyond the popular purpose of wanting health and prosperity, believers
pray for many non-petitionary reasons. These reasons can be extensive and tied to specific
theological framings of what God wants and demands from the faithful. An exhaustive
list of non-petitionary prayer “types” is therefore long and often confusing. A recurring
problem with all typologies of prayer’s purpose is that categories often overlap and can
become conflated, which create problems in measurement (Mason 2016). In turn, studies
which rely heavily on prayer purpose typologies can produce results which are mainly
artifacts of the typology used (Sharp 2012a). In sum, measuring the purpose of prayer
comes with its own unique set of difficulties.

Still, it is important to make the distinction that not all prayers are petitioning God
(Richards 1991). Poloma and Gallup (1991; see also Poloma and Pendleton 1989) indicate
that many prayers are intended for ritual, meditative, or conversational purposes. To this,
Ladd and Spilka (2006) add the categories of prayers of “intercession, suffering, examina-
tion, sacrament, rest, tears, and radicalism.” Their factor analysis in search of a “general
prayer factor” posits three dimensions along which prayers are focused: inward, outward,
and upward (Ladd and Spilka 2006).

Bade and Cook (2008) add to these growing typologies by dividing responses to the
question: “In what ways do you use prayer to deal with personal difficulties?” into the
following categories: (1) seeking God’s help to handle difficulties, (2) seeking direction,
(3) focusing on others, (4) focusing on the situation, (5) asking for resources, (6) gaining
a sense of calm and focus, (7) meditating and reflecting, (8) seeking resources, (9) giving
control to God, (10) putting faith and trust in God, and (11) acknowledging lack of control
to God. These categories ultimately map onto four prayer coping styles: (1) emotion
management, (2) re-appraisal, (3) problem engagement, and (4) avoidance (Bade and
Cook 2008). Bade and Cook’s coping typology mirrors Pargament et al. (2005, p. 482)
discussion of the “five key religious functions” of religious practices: “the search for
meaning, the search for mastery and control, the search for comfort and closeness to
God, the search for intimacy [with others] and closeness to God, and the search for a life
transformation” (see also Pargament et al. 2000).

At first, loosely categorizing the extent to which practitioners think that prayer is
mainly about petitioning the divine’s action in the world provides a necessary but simpler
continuum of purpose. Put plainly, some practitioners believe that prayer can unleash a
supernatural reality to literally change the world while others see the effects of prayer as
changing the way we experience the world (Giordan 2016). When the goal of prayer is for
God to respond in direct and concrete ways to our needs, the practitioner is focusing on
prayer’s “outer effects.” Ladd and Spilka note that this dimension is engaged with the
physical world and its inhabitants. Prayers which intend to help the practitioner develop
a relationship with and understanding of God are more “inner” focused; the attempt to
shift one’s perspective and emotion rather than alter the external world. Though Ladd
and Spilka (2006) measure prayer along three dimensions (inward, outward, and upward),
both inward and upward prayers refer to an “inner” focus of a perspective shift, adoration
of the Divine, or an emotional release. While more nuanced categories of prayer purposes
are of definite use, a basic division between inner and outer prayers still provides much to
explore.
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For instance, Bade and Cook (2008) found that half of the participants in their prayer
study indicated that asking God for “quick fixes” to their problems was largely ineffective.
Cornelio (2016) also found that teens he interviewed tended to “hear God” in decidedly
non-miraculous ways, such as through friends texting encouraging chain messages or
listening to uplifting music on their devices. In this way, God’s answers to one’s prayers are
often seen not as miraculous occurrences but rather shifts in one’s thinking which require
training in when those new feelings, thoughts, sensations, and images are your own or if
they are from God (Luhrmann 2013). Whether a practitioner expects “outer effects” such
as miracles to occur versus whether she sees the results of prayer as mainly “inner effects”
goes a long way to understanding the “success” of prayer. We predict that empirically
deniable prayer purposes will prove to be more fragile and subject to disappointment.
Overall, most practitioners focus on the inner effects of prayer, i.e., change in mood and
perspective, and find the experience more rewarding.

The purpose of prayer is ultimately about what one expects from the prayer experience.
Expectations define when a prayer fails and when it succeeds. Subsequently, the purpose
of prayer should be central to understanding how prayer relates to individual beliefs about
social and scientific causation. For instance, when Republicans were criticized for offering
nothing more than “prayers” in response to continued gun violence, Paul Ryan, Speaker
of the House, explained that “It’s sad, and this is what you’ll get from the far secular left.
People who do not have faith, don’t understand faith . . . And it is the right thing to do,
is to pray in moments like this [after a mass shooting] because you know what? Prayer
works!” (Ryan 2017). This suggests that individuals who believe in the “outer effects” of
prayer will accept prayer as a political and social solution to societal ills. Similarly, faith
in the effectiveness of divine intervention explains why certain believers remain skeptical
of the science of global warming, the usefulness of social welfare programs, and strict
separation of church and state (Froese and Bader 2010). They believe that praying to God
can change society and the environment and, therefore, political and scientific authorities
must recognize God’s omnipotence in order to be productive and accurate. For these
believers, scientific explanations and popular public policies are doubted when they are
not tied to purposive prayer.

Interestingly, belief that prayer will have outer effects sometimes enhances that even-
tuality. For instance, praying for the health and well-being of others has been found to
function in the same way as receiving aid from or sharing your concerns with another
(Krause and Chatters 2005; Schafer 2013). Prayers of petition can project social support,
which has been documented to be protective factor against illness (Dossey 1993). Luhrmann
(2013) further notes that prayer for others often has a physical aspect of touch. In this way,
prayers for well-being function as a type of social support by communicating concern and
care to individuals in need. Still, the relationship between prayer and well-being can be
confounded by the fact that most individuals who pray for the well-being of themselves
and others also utilized medical health resources (Brown 2012). Brown (2012) even found
that well over three-quarters of American Pentecostals visited a doctor for a health problem
for which they prayed for healing. Large-scale data analyses can perhaps better pinpoint
the effects of prayer by being able to control for a vast number of variables research has
shown to affect health.

The purpose of prayer provides us with a sense of what the individual practitioner
hopes to gain from prayer, regardless of prayer style or quantity. This purpose will be
central in understanding what believers think about prayer and when they believe that
prayer is working.

2.4. Prayer Target

In thinking about the impact of prayer, we should not lose sight that individuals in
prayer believe they are in communication with something supernatural, in most cases,
a being who also feels and expresses emotion. In studying how individuals think about
prayer, Sharp (2012a) concludes that prayer is always interactional, and rarely if ever



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 15 10 of 18

perceived as a solely internal activity. Therefore, in order to understand the effects of prayer,
we need to consider the personality and disposition of the supernatural conversational
partner in prayer.

Sharp (2010) distinguishes between “concrete social interactions,” which are observ-
able by a third party and “imaginary social interactions.” The imagined other in prayer is
often an anthropomorphized concept of the divine (Barrett 1998, 2001; Barrett and Keil
1996). Cerulo and Barra (2008) add that individuals are most likely to pray to a “supreme”
entity (God) when praying to solve general global problems but turn to more “anthropo-
morphic” targets (Jesus, Mary) when praying about personal issues. For Cerulo and Barra,
the purpose of prayer corresponds to the imagined personality of the target.

Andrew Greeley (1989) was one of the first sociologists to systematically ask about the
personality of God. He found big differences in how believers understood religion based
on who they felt God was. Froese and Bader (2010) built on Greeley’s insight and showed
that Americans differ in how they imagine God in terms of two general dimensions—(a)
the extent to which God is available and engaged, and (b) the extent to which God judges
you. Measures of attachment to God (Bradshaw and Kent 2018; Ellison et al. 2014) and
Divine Control (Schieman 2008) further indicate how people feel about God.

Luhrmann et al. (2010) maintain that one’s perception of God’s character is cultivated
over time through prayer. The experience of prayer, consequently, determines how God is
perceived, which, in turn, affects the feelings during prayer. For instance, “The positive link
between frequency of prayer and psychopathology exists primarily among those persons
who do not view God as loving, and among those persons who perceive God as remote.”
(Bradshaw et al. 2008, p. 654). Specifically, a remote and distant God will invoke negative
emotionality while a warm and loving God provides positive energy during prayer. This
observed pattern has been replicated in numerous studies (Krause et al. 2015; Schieman et al.
2017; Stroope et al. 2013) and suggests that God’s demeanor and attitude corresponds directly
to that of the person in prayer (Luhrmann 2013). An angry God inspires feelings of anxiety,
while a caring God enhances one’s sense of optimism and agency (Liu and Froese 2020).

Overall, people tend to feel protected by God in prayer (Sim and Loh 2003), and
one thing that unites believers is the assertion that God is loving (Froese and Bader
2010). While in some cases this can take the form of tough love, the shared belief that
God is love continues to make prayer a wonderful opportunity to interact with an “other”
who deeply cares for you (Mason 2016, p. 34). Ainsworth (1985) finds that believers
who are strongly attached to God indicate that interactions with God provide a secure
moment from which they may explore troubling issues. In turn, believers can experience
separation anxiety when not in contact with God (Ainsworth 1985). Similarly, Granqvist
and Kirkpatrick (2016) theorize that prayer, specifically meditative and contemplative
prayer, is a proximity-maintaining behavior directed toward God. As such, individuals
experiencing loss or separation often turn to prayer for emotional attachment and security
(Granqvist and Kirkpatrick 2016). Beck and McDonald (2004) work demonstrates that
prayer helps to ease fear of intimacy and abandonment. And prayer has been shown
to temporarily mitigate feelings of loss of control (Friese and Wänke 2014). Friese and
Wänke (2014) propose prayer as a type of “resource priming” that activates cognitive
resources in participants, in which prayer resembles and acts like an empowering therapy
session. Sharp (2012b, p. 257) found that having “prayed over” a decision helps to “prevent
possible negative characterization.” This is because the act of prayer gives a symbolic
moral legitimacy to the practitioner. In sum, the attachment to God literature suggests that
individuals with high levels of attachment to God will feel a great deal of emotional safety
and assurance during prayer when God is their prayer target.

Newberg and Waldman (2009) suggest that this relationship may be even more direct.
They criticize past work for anthropomorphizing the idea of God in survey and interview
questions and find that in open-ended questions believers describe the feeling of God
using such words as peace, energy, tranquility, and bliss (Newberg and Waldman 2009).
This implies that individuals in prayer may be experiencing the divine as an emotional
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or physiological state rather than a human-like conversation partner. And they find that
approximately one-quarter of Americans report a vague and ephemeral image of God
(Newberg and Waldman 2009).

While the theoretical sources vary, there is a consensus that prayer evokes powerful
emotions in practitioners. For the most part, these emotions are positive and uplifting
but, in certain cases, prayer can produce anxiety and fear depending on the kind of God
imagined. In prayer, people often experience a direct interaction with God. In fact, the
emotional need to interact with God, or some other, appears to be a major reason why
people pray in the first place. And if this relationship proves positive, it can establish a
deep sense of individual security and significance in the world.

3. Prayer Mechanisms

Weber (Weber 1978) categorization of four orientations toward social action—instrumental
rational, value rational, affective, and traditional—speak to the mechanisms of prayer. Our
proposed dimensions of prayer fall mainly in the categories of rational (both instrumental
and value) and traditional behavior. The quantity and style of prayer, if routinized, are
traditional behaviors, established by cultural norms and adhered to in order to avoid social
stigma. The purpose and targets of prayer are mainly rational. They require conscious
acceptance and adherence to stated concepts and, in the case of the prayer target, purposive
interaction with a supernatural other. That said, we propose that all of these four dimen-
sions are also affective behaviors or, in other words, are driven by emotional responses.
In fact, the emotional or affective element in these dimensions is what may determine their
routinization and outcomes.

3.1. Emotional Mechanisms

The act of prayer can lead directly to a decreased heart rate, a reduction in muscle
tension, and slower breath (McCullough 1995). Levin (2020, p. 105) summarizes research
which finds a host of other physiological and neurological outcomes of prayer and med-
itation which include changes in “electrophalogram rhythms,” decreased “sympathetic
nervous system activity,” and increased “parasympathetic activity” which “is the oppo-
site of the famous fight-or-flight response.” These clinical studies suggest that prayer can
consistently make us feel calm and relaxed by changing our brain chemistry and structure
(Levin 2020; Newberg and Waldman 2009). The possibility that the prayer experience can
deeply affect our physiology and emotionality explains how prayer is related to other
outcomes.

Woodhead (2016, p. 226) notes that during prayer, “there is likely to be an associated
emotional disruption in which one emotional state gives way or is supplemented, however
briefly, to another.” In fact, this may be the central reason that people return to prayer—
to willfully shift their perspectives and emotional states. Often people are looking for
immediate experiences of warmth or peace, and these sensations, along with the physical
actions of crying or trembling, are widely understood as indications of the presence of
the Holy Spirit (Luhrmann 2013). These physiological and emotional changes then lead
people to seek out the experience of prayer over and over again, and Bradshaw et al. (2008,
p. 654) note how “individuals who are confronting high levels of stress and distress pray
more often.” While religious coping can help reduce stress, there exists the possibility that
religious devotion and activity can actually exacerbate stress by fomenting “blame” of the
individual (DeAngelis et al. 2018, p. 186).

Therefore, we propose that researchers should attempt to measure the emotional
content of prayer independently of its quantity, style, purpose, and prayer target. The
emotion of prayer could be measured in terms of the “positive” or “negative” emotions that
the prayer experience elicits. In turn, we can record the extent to which the emotions elicited
by prayer (whether positive or negative) are “strongly” altered or “weakly” affected. In fact,
emotion could form (a) the connection between the prayer experience and prayer outcomes,
and (b) explain why individuals return to the prayer experience on a regular basis.
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For instance, the health effects of a high volume of prayer may be mitigated by the
emotional experience of the prayer act; lots of prayers which are emotionally vacuous
may have no effect on the individual. Similarly, communing with a God who feels cold
and distant can undermine one’s sense of security and significance. In these ways, the
emotional content of the prayer experience gives meaning to the experience of prayer
over and above its variation in volume, style, purpose, and prayer target. These emotions
may also explain why some individuals pray more often, adhere to strict prayer styles,
believe a prayer is successful, and think God is loving. While these variations in the prayer
experience should influence the emotional side of prayer, they are also dependent on the
practitioner experiencing positive emotionality. A feedback loop between the emotion of
prayer and the other aspects of the prayer experience may explain why some individuals
lead an increasingly prayerful life and others avoid the practice altogether (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Sociology of Prayer: The Prayer Experience.

With his theory of Interaction Rituals (IR), Collins (2004) provides a framework for
predicting when rituals will be “successful” and generate high levels of emotional energy.
Collins (2004, p. 109) explains that “emotional energy is also what Durkheim called ‘moral
sentiment’: it includes feelings of what is right and wrong, moral and immoral. Persons
who are full of emotional energy feel like good persons; they feel righteous about what they
are doing.” Similarly, Moral Foundations Theory posits the existence of moral emotions, or
instinctual feelings of good and bad that become connected to culturally specific symbols,
identities, and narratives (Graham et al. 2013; Haidt 2013; Hitlin and Vaisey 2013). The
socialization process that leads to differences in when moral emotions are triggered is not
specified with Moral Foundations Theory but is in Collins’ IR theory.

Specifically, IR theory identifies four components of ritual interaction which lead
to either heightened or decreased emotional energy; they are: (1) bodily co-presence,
(2) barriers to outsiders, (3) mutual focus of attention, and (4) shared mood. An interaction
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which is intimate, exclusive, focused, and emotionally charged should establish a group
solidarity, emotional energy, shared symbols, and shared morals (Collins 2004). The
dynamics of the process were tested by Draper (2019) in a diverse range of religious
ceremonies to find that emotional energy did increase based on IR theory’s predictions.

Our proposed dimensions of prayer map onto IR theory well. First, prayer targets
can indicate the extent to which believers feel attached and engaged by the target; this
resembles IR theory’s prediction that bodily co-presence will product feelings of intimacy
and solidarity. In other words, close attachment to a prayer target in prayer might produce
similar outcomes to being close to others in ritual solidarity. Second, styles of prayer match
IR theory’s discussion of the importance of barriers to outsiders by prescribing exclusive
practices that are not shared by others. Third, the purpose of prayer defines the focus of
the ritual, what is expected and what is sought. Finally, the quantity of prayer provides an
overarching sense of the ubiquity and intensity of the prayer experience. As such, measures
of prayer frequency and duration parallel indicators of collective ritual frequency and
duration in IR theory. To this, we now add the emotional content of the prayer experience.
Measuring the emotions evoked by various dimensions of prayer brings their meaning to
the forefront. For instance, does praying daily for long periods of time feel oppressive or
liberating? Does always asking God for favors feel good? Do strict prayer guidelines begin
to feel boring or comforting? These emotional connections to the practice and meaning
of prayer should play a central role in how the prayer experience is interpreted by the
individual.

Based in IR theory we would expect that quantity, styles, purposes, and prayer targets
all loosely range from being of “lower intensity” or emotionally weak to being of “higher
intensity” or emotionally powerful (see Table 1). This suggests that these distinct measures
are expected to be correlated or bundled together in their intensity. The overall prayer
experience, then, is expected to be a composite of these prayer dimensions, which work in
tandem and recursively to either increase or decrease the emotional strength and meaning
of the experience.

3.2. Social Mechanisms

Religious commitment and membership have been shown to produce pro-social
attitudes and behaviors (Becker and Dhingra 2001; Brooks 2007; Einolf 2013) as well as
healthy behavior and beliefs (Levin 2020). Religiosity can also predict social intolerance
(Doebler 2014), moral righteousness (Haidt 2013), and the denial of science (Ecklund and
Scheitle 2017). And the mechanisms which explain these relationships can be purely social.
Social integration within religious groups and the moral regulation of theologies explain
why religion can increase the well-being and/or intolerance of the individual through
secular means. Similarly, the prayer experience is tied to social sources and interactions
which provide insights into why variation in the experience lead to different outcomes.

First, while we expect that our four proposed dimensions of the prayer experience
will be correlated, we also propose that they should be held distinct for measurement and
theoretical purposes. The quantity of prayer lends itself nicely to life course research which
studies the accumulative effects of lifestyles and daily routines. We expect that quantity of
prayer will correspond to long-term attachments to religious communities and therefore
become an indicator of life course stability and social embeddedness. In this way, the
quantity of prayer can be beneficial to individual or group well-being because it represents
and perpetuates an overall level of social stability.

Because certain styles of prayer can indicate religious tension within a larger culture,
they may also relate to the social position of an individual. As such, we expect that
stricter prayer styles will be correlated with commitment to more insular and isolated
religious groups. In turn, stricter prayer styles should predict religious and ideological
exclusivity, as well as, increased intolerance of diversity. Consequently, social bridging
across diverse groups could be diminished when groups adhere to differentiated prayer
styles. Prayer styles then become a symbol of group membership more than simply a
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reflection of individual religious preference. As a marker of group difference, prayer styles
enhance individual belief and group solidarity through social exclusivity and a lack of
bridging ties across groups.

While we expect prayer quantity and prayer strictness to be correlated (i.e., people
who pray more often will most likely have cultivated prayer styles), they may predict very
different effects. Higher prayer quantity might enhance social stability when stricter prayer
styles might inspire social conflict. For this and other reasons, we advocate for keeping our
four dimensions of prayer conceptually separate even when they work in tandem.

While the importance of prayer quantity might be explained by its relation to social
stability and the importance of prayer styles might be explained by their relation to social
network structures, both the purpose of prayer and prayer targets are reflections of individual
perspectives with no obvious social structural correlates. Therefore, these dimensions of
prayer function in ways similar to belief, in that they provide insights into the rationale
and motivations of individual behaviors. Still, both the purpose of prayer and prayer
targets have social sources because they emerge from pre-established social norms and
narratives. Socialization into distinct beliefs and worldviews explain why particular prayer
purposes and prayer targets are embraced by individuals. But once embraced, these prayer
dimensions can take on a life of their own as individuals routinely negotiate and refine
who God is and what prayer does for you.

Still, we would expect that prayer targets along with purposes of prayer will be bundled
with other social, moral, and political beliefs for social and not necessarily logical reasons.
For instance, politicians who speak of a wrathful God or the power of prayer signal to
believers that their policy proposals and social visions are logical extensions of these beliefs.
The connection between a God image and a policy preference, for instance, might never be
explicitly explained because the symbolic and rhetorical connections are sufficient. Beliefs
about prayer’s purpose and prayer targets act as social symbols of shared morality without
needing to delve into their deeper meanings or ramifications.

In sum, we expect that relationships between our various dimensions of the prayer
experience and various social outcomes will be premised on underlying social mechanisms.
But these mechanisms will be different for different dimensions of prayer.

4. Conclusions

The forms and purposes of prayer are socially established and legitimated. This is
an initial premise of the sociology of prayer. The social sources of prayer are multifaceted
but, within distinct religious cultures and communities, the act of prayer becomes a social
habitus, which, in the words of Bourdieu (1998, p. 8), “constitutes a veritable language” that
resonates emotionally and symbolically without need of conceptual explication. In this
way, the individual sees the practice of prayer as both natural (almost instinctual) and
sacred. But variation in the practice of prayer is evidence of its deep social and cultural
roots. To better establish the mechanisms by which prayer is socially constructed, we need
to concisely conceptualize and measure variation in prayer. We propose four dimensions
of prayer which vary with cultural differences and produce varied outcomes; they are the
quantity, the style, and the purpose of prayer, along with prayer targets.

While these four dimensions of the prayer experience are distinct, they combine to
produce the overall intensity and outcomes of prayer. In particular, we note that these
dimensions will interact with the emotions they evoke. The emotional content of the
prayer experience should be related to (a) when individuals increase or decrease their
prayer quantity, (b) when prayer styles establish group boundaries or religious tolerance,
(c) whether prayer purposes are successful or not, and (d) the personalities attached to prayer
targets. Overall, we expect that positive prayer emotions will enhance a practitioner’s
confidence in the supernatural, adherence to established prayer routines and styles, belief
in the effectiveness of prayer, and attachment to God. Negative prayer emotions should
produce the opposite.
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Once the experience of prayer becomes a recurring source of meaning, direction,
and solace for practitioners, it will affect their behaviors, lifestyles, and worldviews in
dramatic ways. This explains the power of prayer for individual and social outcomes.
Again, we hypothesize that the power of prayer will vary depending on variation in the
dimensions of the prayer experience. And different dimensions of the prayer experience
affect different social outcomes depending on their meaning and context. For instance,
stricter prayer styles can lead to both social isolation and social solidarity depending on the
cultural environment. Similarly, prayers which evoke the voice of God can subsequently
evoke great fear or intense adoration. And prayer purposes which seek to change the
world could lead to feelings of blind optimism or bitter disillusionment. These numerous
hypotheses can better be tested with consistent and widely applicable measures of the
prayer experience. This paper proposes that prayer is comprised of four main aspects, all of
which vary in intensity and across cultures. These dimensions should form the foundation
of our ongoing sociological investigation of prayer.
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