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I. INTRODUCTION

Am [ alone? Can anyone hear me? Whether expressed in words or sensed emotionally, it is possible
to imagine these questions as the beginnings of the first prayer. Likewise, it i3 easy to imagine that,
once begun, the ways of praying quickly multiplied to include discrete thoughts, behaviors, and
emotions, accompanied by physical objects, employed in specific locations, both built and naturally
occurring. These experiential and physical developments accompanying the act of prayer, it turns out,

are comparatively easy to measure and, in some cases, predict.

More challenging is the effort to discern the origins and function of prayer. Some will argue that the
impetus to pray comes from outside the person who prays; a divine or “cosmic” force inspires the act.
Others will contend that the impulse arises purely from within the individual; it is fundamentally a
form of self-talk. The stance adopted establishes the terms of investigation to be conducted and places
limits around possible conclusions. This initial ambiguity is not resolvable by scientific researchers
because their intellectual tools and conceptual language do not function effectively in this philosophical
domain. Nonetheless, to sidestep these questions entirely is to miss the opportunity to systematically
explore how these perspectives in and of themselves are amenable to scientific study.

So, from the point of origin forward, the psychology of prayer is more complex than often anticipated.
This 1s precisely what makes it so interesting. Prayer is distinct from other variables within the scope
of religion and spirituality because it invokes the notion of entering a liminal space. When practitioners
engage in the act of praying, the central premise is that the physical is engaged intimately with the
supraphysical; the corporeal is actively connected to the incorporeal. Hence, to pray is to experience
the closest possible interaction between human and divine. This is why prayer is widely described as
the heart of religion. It is also why scientists wishing to tap into the core of the discipline face a
significant challenge.

Given how many different forms and contexts of prayer there are, most of which have not been
rigorously studied by social scientists, this review will pay particular attention to one domain—prayer
between intimate partners. This is an attractive area for multiple reasons. First, there 1s already a great
deal of interest in and study of marriages, especially in the realm of counseling and interventions.
Second, when spouses pray for each other, psychologists can study both the person who is praying and
the one who is being prayed for. While one might want to ultimately understand the supernatural
dimensions of prayer, empirical research is more insightful in areas where it can get the most traction.

Back to Table of Contents

II. THE NATURE OF PRAYER

In a quick internet search, nonscientific conversations (25.3 million) concerning prayer and intimate

relationships vastly outnumber scientific ones (273,000). This is not surprising because scientific
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conversations will also be a smaller subset of nearly all conversations. Nonetheless, this rough
evaluation establishes the topic as one of interest both outside and inside the academy.

Given the comparatively recent establishment of modern research universities, it stands to reason that
many of the conversations concerning prayer and relationships are far older. Indeed, ancient and
contemporary Hindu prayers focus on the entire gamut of relational concerns: restoring lost love,
finding a mate, repairing problems among couples, and avoiding divorce. In many instances, these
prayers are addressed to Shiva and Parvati (as described in the Puranas) in the context of fasting and
meditation. The emphasis within Buddhism on universal love (Sutta Nipata 1.8) also speaks directly to

the nature of intimate relationships on the broadest possible scale.

A key element of these traditions is the expectation that the individual praying is not in direct control
of the outcome, but only in control of the act of praying. Buddhism’s First Noble Truth explicates this
position well by describing the inherent lack of satisfaction in sensory experiences (hence,
relationships), then addressing how to live in spite of the presence of suffering. In other words,
successful relationships are believed to depend partly on the individual’s efforts and partly on the
participation of a greater power.

This theme of dual effort is familiar in monotheistic religions as well. Spanning multiple centuries,
prayers highlight that discernment prior to entering relationships, blessings on unions, as well as
petitions for reconciliation and healing are prominent in the texts and practices of Judaism, Islam, and
Christianity. These traditions share the common element noted above: the practice of praying, in
general, and with regard to specific situations such as relationships, is believed by practitioners to
involve the action and interaction of human and divine forces. Depending on the nuances of the
tradition, these forces involved in praying may be conceptualized as form of an intentional agent or as

an impersonal energy.

At its core, the practice of prayer, as it has existed for millennia, contains two elements: human and
nonhuman. As noted earlier, this basic duality poses a dilemma for scientific researchers. There is
tangible access to the human side of prayer, as pointed out by Brown (1994), but the nonhuman facet
is beyond the realm of scientific inquiry. A clear demonstration of this boundary quandary for science
is evident in the claim by Ulanov and Ulanov (1982) that everyone prays, even if unaware of their
behavior. They also presuppose the existence of a God who is attentive to these prayers. By declaring
that prayer 1s a universal practice and that prayers share a similar nonhuman, but intentional and
responsive target, the task of defining prayer is considerably simplified. The difficulty, obviously, is that
there 1s a profound lack of consensus within and across world religions regarding the nature of prayer.
And science? Unable to endorse or effectively evaluate unfalsifiable premises in the discipline of prayer,
a strictly scientific approach cannot resolve disputes. The essence of this challenge is apparent in the
models below.

The first model identifies how the theologian and practitioner conceptualize the spiritual practice of

prayer. The second model reflects a scientific orientation to the guestion of prayer. The inherent tension
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between the models is largely based on a matter of perspective. For theologians and practitioners,
prayer is a devotional act that seeks to link human and supernatural experiences. For scientists, prayer
1s @ human behavior to be understood in light of its effects on the subjects and their surroundings.
Neither perspective can be completely absorbed into the other because they have different reasons for
their interest in the topic, different tools to explore it, and different standards of evidence concerning

outcomes.

Model 1. Theological and Practitioner Conceptualization as “Practice™

Prayer Behavior |mp(Supernatural Reaction)mp| Relational Change

Model 2. Scientific Conceptualization as “Question”™

Prayer Behaviors

Psychological Reaction - Relational Change

s
r

Non-prayer Control
Behaviors

Failing to appreciate these different models and the fact that people who actually pray maintain a
distinction (whether intuitive or intentional) between the human and nonhuman facets of prayer
creates a variety of intellectual challenges. Some researchers address this problem by summarily
rejecting the very possibility of nonhuman factors and proceed accordingly. This position has the
advantage of a clear, strong focus on human action. However, such a rejection oversteps the principles
of science since it 1s not logically feasible to pronounce the absolute absence of nonhuman forces.
There is no way to verify the nonexistence of something that is not measurable. This being the case, it
is more logically consistent with scientific principles to remain neutral concerning whether there s a
nonhuman aspect of prayer. In short, science cannot reasonably adopt a position that is hostile toward
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such thinking. The domain of science is more properly restricted to evaluating psychological
characteristics and outcomes resulting from different belief systems, rather than evaluating
nonempirical truth claims about those systems.

It is also possible, in a manner that dovetails with some versions of both Eastern and Western prayer
traditions, to interpret the nonhuman element as a form of energy that is physical, though not presently
measurable (Levin, 1996). It is important to note that Levin (1996) does not present this idea as a mere
metaphysical musing, but focuses squarely on the scientific question of whether what is commonly
referred to as “prayer” potentially is an active physical force that literally attracts and repels according
to principles of energy transfer operating on a micro level. It is possible to dismiss this idea as
improbable, but it remains a reasonably proposed empirical hypothesis, notwithstanding the fact that
there are no tools currently available to conduct the necessary tests. This presents a form of an
intellectual promissory note, offering a potential future variable as an explanation for present effects.

The challenge of accounting for immaterial agents may initially seem bound to the topic of prayer,
but it actually pervades all areas of science. Consider the experience of my colleague with a PhD
candidate. Upon completion of the PhD project, all results displayed null findings. In a somewhat
surprising dissertation defense session, the candidate declared that full support for the various
hypotheses had been suppressed due to the negative attitude (and energy field) of my colleague while
supervising the research. Such a situation demonstrates how intractable problems can arise when
investigators do not restrict themselves to boundaries of scientific inquiry.

While such arguments can be advanced for any given discipline, they are more likely to occur in studies
associated with the psychology of religion, particularly prayer. Because nonhuman elements are so
deeply infused, there is a strong skepticism with regard to psychological studies of the phenomena. For
practitioners, prayer is a metaphysical act that has physical features and behaviors. Scientists must
acknowledge that the closest to “prayer” they can come is to measure the latter, but not the former.
This situation is identical to the long-term studies of mysticism conducted by Hood (2001, p. 1) who
notes “...the simple caveat that the Mysticism Scale measures reports of mystical experience, and not the
experience ttself...” [1talics added].

Such i1s the situation with regard to prayer and health studies (Ladd & Spilka, 2014). Among the
obstacles to drawing robust conclusions, the “file drawer effect” obscures the extent of null findings
due to the well-known publishing bias in favor of outcomes demonstrating statistical significance.
Given that phenomenon, simply counting the number of published studies pro and con with regard to
an effect has no real meaning (Meehl, 1978, 1990).

Many religious traditions articulate the role of prayer in the formation, maintenance, and restoration
of social relationships, although there are also examples in the same texts of conditions under which
maintaining relationships is not desirable. There are even extreme examples of imprecatory prayers
explicitly calling for the death of one’s enemies (McAlister, 2016). In popular culture, a simple

YouTube search results in a plethora of prayers and/or spells to both entice lovers and to render
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unfaithful partners impotent; these practices are often associated with traditions outside the major
world religions, but not always. (I was not able to locate any scientifically controlled studies of these
activities. )

A pernicious difficulty with prayer and relationship studies centers on the phenomenon of “blaming
the victim.” If prayer per se is argued to be beneficial, even just “on average,” for relationships, what
does this mean with regard to the prayers offered for relationships that ultimately fail? The breakdown
could be interpreted purely as a result of nonhuman factors, but it could be interpreted with equal
likelihood as a failure to pray “correctly” or with sufficient piety. “Correct” and “pious” prayer are the
subject of much debate in and of themselves. Essentially, that debate can be summarized as attempts
to establish rules for praying. These rules, according to Heiler (1932), represent a departure from the
most fundamental form of prayer; the rules are introduced in an attempt to replicate positive and avoid
negative experiences. Full consideration of “correct” and “pious” praying obviously is of paramount
importance because it establishes the essence of prayer; this deeper question is outside the scope of this
review. At the present, it must suffice to observe that parameters established for what constitutes proper
prayer can be used either to encourage or to denigrate practitioners, to propose a means of enhancing
prayer’s perceived efficacy or to justify a lack of observed efficacy (Faber, 2002; Sloan, 2006; Spilka &
Ladd, 2013).

When investigating prayer, one has to be careful about abstracting it to such a degree that it no longer
resembles prayer in its historical and customary practice. If prayer is advanced purely as a tool or a
technique, the emphasis often falls squarely on prayer as human-centered activity and disregards the

metaphysical component that makes it so distinct from other human behaviors.

Back to Table of Contents
III. THE CONTEXT OF INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS

The domain of intimate relationships is well established in mainstream psychological literature, and
we will highlight some of its features before considering the role(s) of prayer in the context of these
relationships. For a far more robust treatment, Finkel, Simpson, and Eastwick (2017) consider the
mélange of relationship theories and extract 14 core principles that address the nature and operation
of relationships with regard to individual and contextual contributions to relationships thriving and
floundering.

The preponderance of the research related to intimate relationships occurs in the context of married
couples, so that frame of reference must be kept in mind. The extent to which these findings apply to
other forms of intimate relationships remains under investigation.

Primary facilitating factors
The overview from Finkel and colleagues (2017) lays out the basic framework for healthy relationships:

trust, respect, clear communication, empathy, and the ability to compromise with integrity. In a more

7



fine-grained analysis, a Pew report (Pew Research Center, Oct. 26, 2016) observed that among
married Americans the following concrete variables were identified as “very important for a successful
marriage” to more than 50 percent of those sampled: shared interests, satistying sexual relationship,
sharing household chores. These findings were stable regardless of religious affiliation of the

respondents.

Secondary facilitating factors

An adequate income, shared religious beliefs, and having children were the next highest scoring “very
important for a successful marriage” items on the Pew report (op. cit.), all coming in at or above 40
percent. In this secondary grouping, shared religious beliefs 1s distinctive because of the distribution of
responses. It received the second highest of any rating (64% vs 65% for shared interests), but only
among individuals affiliated with the same religion. Endorsement by other groups (e.g., different
religious affiliations, one spouse affiliated, both unaffiliated) was among the lowest reported (24%,
17%, 16%, respectively). It is further reported that only 27 percent indicated that a spouse’s religion
was very important in the decision to marry; 51 percent responded that this consideration was “not
too/not at all important.”

Inhibitory factors

Many of the above factors share an element of stress, and that stress can be both beneficial (eustress)
and detrimental (distress) to individuals and relationships (Selye, 1975). It is no simple task to create
an atmosphere of trust and open communication; it requires effort. This means that while we
acknowledge the positive effects of stress, even “good” stress can take a toll on relationships. Consider
empathy. The willingness to enter into the difficult experience of another person reflects a willingness
to encounter pain and turmoil. Some of this experience is helpful, but too much can lead to problems.
Likewise, an emphasis on change can help build relationships when dealt with constructively; it can
move the relationship toward a position of more open communication. There are many ways,

however, in which this sort of effort can work against healthy relationships (Hira and Overall, 2010).

Other forms of stress, however, are uniformly problematic. Among the most damaging components
of the relationship between intimate partners and religion is violence, whether generalized or
specifically to control one’s partner (Johnson, 1995). The links between intimate partner violence and
religion are varied and complex. There is no question that research is desperately needed to address
ways in which religious practices such as prayer function to either sustain or diffuse violence in intimate

partner settings.

One takeaway from the Pew summary is that work in the area of intimate relationships and prayer
would benefit from explicitly considering expressions of prayer that cross traditional affiliation
boundaries. A worthwhile expansion of that domain would include partnerships involving no
particular faith traditions. In each of these situations, there will be resources at the disposal of the
partners. Notions concerning the authoritative status of these resources (divinely inspired or
metaphorical) and their perceived importance to each person in the relationship will all be critical

variables to consider.
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It is also intriguing to note that the same Pew report provided data about parents praying with their
children, but not parents praying with each other (or children praying with each other). It is likely that
the presence or absence of children in a relationship may in some manner influence the prayer
behavior of the parents. The extent of this variability—the age and sex of the children and whether
they are living in the home or elsewhere (i.e., joint custody, adult children)—is a possible longitudinal
question of interest, as is the topic of blended families and how they approach the act of praying.

The primary elements of strong relationships are clearly consistent with values espoused by the world’s
largest religious groups. It is also readily apparent that these elements are not inextricably linked to
the theological or philosophical positions of any of those groups. Individuals can pursue all manner of
successful social relationships, including intimate relationships, without ascribing to any religious
traditions. By extension, the practice of prayer is not a necessary condition for experiencing a strong,
healthy relationship. This brings us to the key question of whether the act of praying enhances

relationships in some unique way.

Back to Table of Contents
IV. PRAYER AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE AND SCIENTIFIC VARIABLE

The human—nonhuman characteristic of prayer does not easily lend itself to analogies with other
practices. Some have advocated for the equating of prayer with human—human conversations,
however, that proposition 1s problematic on several levels, including the obvious power differential
that exists in prayer (Ladd, et al., 2012; Stump, 1979). Other critical differences include the absence
of any potential for behavioral mimicry, physical proximity, and social reciprocity. The language may
sound the same, but the principles at stake are considerably different: A “Father” in heaven engaged in
prayer is a fully idealized human that in many theologies transcends any anthropomorphic
characteristics. A deity addressed during prayer is decidedly distinct from humans in form, substance,
and function, making an analogy fairly tenuous.

To provide some sense of how to evaluate prayer, our research team has employed a conception of
prayer as a typically (but not exclusively) intentional attempt to establish or maintain a sense of
connectivity with the self, others, and the supra-physical in the context of self-relinquishment (Ladd
and Spilka, 2002, 2006). Intentionally crafted to speak across the major world religion descriptions of
this spiritual discipline, this definition captures three distinct “movements” of prayer that resonate with

both psychological and theological explications of prayer.

The pragmatic reason for identifying these movements is that it allows for the implementation of a
common language. It is possible to break these categories down into more fine-grained domains,
however, for most purposes, these higher-level constructs serve as useful pedagogical devices. It must
be noted that in “real-life” people display a clear tendency to mix-and-match the movements, rarely

moving consistently in one direction, but rather heading in multiple directions simultaneously.
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Tracking these movements among intimate partners could provide interesting information about
leader/follower status as well as potential conflicts of the actual and desired roles in the relationship.
Alternative ways of conceptualizing prayer are certainly possible and potentially even more
comprehensive. The following notion, borrowing loosely from Otto (1937), is among the most
systematically considered as a theoretical framework. To the best of our knowledge, this construct has
not been empirically tested in the context of intimate relationships, however, the possibilities for

exploration are considerable.

e Mysterium (other, silence; upward)
One facet concerns a movement upward (though the directionality is simply a pragmatic expression)
signifying a desire to connect with something greater than what is known. A lack of words and a sense
of peaceful awe are portions of this experience.

e Tremendum (terror, fear; outward)
A more tangible facet of prayer is the movement outward that reflects the intention to connect with
other people and tangible portions of existence (e.g., environmental stimuli, infrahumans, etc.). While
sought after, this form of movement can also be significantly intimidating because the immediate and
physical results of failure are typically plainly evident.

e Fascinans (mercy, grace; inward)
Prayer can also serve to move a person inward for the purpose of self-examination. Reflecting on one’s
own spiritual condition not only allows for personal clarification, it also provides a sound basis for
connecting in the other directions. The experiences of mercy and grace are part of this experience, in
addition to the possibilities of guilt and condemnation.

Social context

While each prayer occurs in a highly personal, internal context, it simultaneously is embedded in an
external context. A primary distinction along these latter lines is whether the prayer is occurring in a
public or private setting. As much as this is true and influential for the individual, the condition is
augmented when the praying behavior involves intimate partners. This dyadic situation ramps up the
extent of disclosure from personal to interpersonal; if the context is public (e.g., a couple praying in
front of other couples or a congregation), the anxiety about either revealing more than desired is
increased because you cannot control what the other person might choose to say or how that person
might say it. (For example, “Please heal my cheating spouse.”) This concern is somewhat ameliorated
when the couples are given standardized prayers to engage, however, ad-libbing and “Freudian slips”
remain potential concerns. Social psychological principles of group dynamics and the power of
statements made in public forums are applicable in this instance.

An interesting, but virtually unstudied, aspect of this contextual variable is that the religious traditions
detailing prayer practice commonly remind practitioners that when they engage in prayer, they are
inherently invoking the company of all believers, past and present, physically dead and alive; in essence
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this means there is no truly, fully private prayer because the act is observed and joined by unseen
others.

There 1s experimentally derived evidence that affixing images of eyes to the wall of a research cubicle
can increase some pro-social behaviors and some social norm conformity (Fathi, Bateson, & Nettle,
2014). Tong and associates (2020) also reported an increase in pro-green behavior when eyes appeared
on packaging. It could also be the case that since the eye-contact can promote intimacy (Croes,
Antheunis, Schouten, & Krahmer, 2020; though see Mann et al., 2012, where lying increases
deliberate eye-contact), the gaze of an intimate partner may serve as a physical reminder of the
watchful eyes of God and the wider community of believers. The notion that the divine resides within
each person (the interpretation of this principle varies widely) and serves to intimately connect people
1s a key element of many traditions. One very explicit form occurs in Buddhism where it often is
reflected in the classic “Namaste” greeting: The God in me, greets the God in you.

Cognitive primes of God concepts may have similarly pro-social effects (Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007),
although this finding did not replicate in a Japanese sample (Miyatake & Higuchi, 2017). Much earlier
thinking along these lines includes Mead’s (1934) notion that internalized representations of others

shapes a person’s identity and behavior.

The “presence” of others in the relationship context can be both literal and metaphorical to a greater
or lesser extent. For instance, a strict dyadic definition of an intimate relationship is arguably more
applicable in the West than in other cultural settings where extended families play significant roles in
many decision-making activities (Weatherhead & Daiches, 2015). This means the boundaries of a
“couple” are potentially more malleable than they are often represented. This definitional expansion
offers the opportunity to develop a better understanding of cultural differences and how they affect the

functioning of intimate relational prayer.

Together, these works suggest the relevance of a social context including the “eyes of the ancestors”
and other believers as somehow perceptually present during prayer (e.g., via artwork, icons, or
cognitive primes). The extent to which this portion of theological teaching is evident in the prayers of
intimate partners has links to other mental facets of prayer addressed below.

Space and place

Prayer occurs not only in the presence or absence of (tangible and intangible) others, but also in a
specific space. It is notable that some spaces and places carry the distinction of being holy as opposed
to neutral or unholy. Association with these locations is rife with the possibilities for the arousal of
psychological expectations of either positive or negative effects. Consider, for instance, the powerful
draw of pilgrimage sites. There are countless stories and academic accounts of such journeys made
either as solo travelers or in the company of family members, including attendant prayers along the
way (Goldingay, Dieppe, & Farias, 2014). In a secular context, the familiar trope of the “road trip,”
often to one of the character’s place of origin, reflects a ritual of clarification and mutual discovery for

intimate partners; the trip either solidifies or dissolves the relationship.
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A special issue of the journal The Archive for the Psychology of Religion (Ladd, 2019) devoted to this topic
included perspectives related to attachment theory, trauma, and imagination drawing on Christian,
Hindu, and Muslim traditions. Unifying the contributions was a common agreement that the nature
of religious and spiritual experiences is deeply influenced by the sort of spaces in which the individual
was located. Counted and Watts (2019) followed up on many of these ideas in their book. Barrie,
Bermudez, and Tabb (2015), working from the perspective of architecture, come to a similar
conclusion as they consider how phenomenology, history, symbolism, landscapes, and the practice of
built and natural design all coalesce to enhance or detract from spiritual experiences. These works
leave little doubt about the potential role of place in the development of spiritual practices such as
prayer within intimate relationships.

Tools of prayer

Clearly both people and places are part of the spiritual practice of prayer and relevant for how intimate
relationships engage or avoid praying. A third broad influence on the practice of prayer is that of
physical objects. Though not often examined in psychological discussions of prayer practices, many
examples come quickly to mind such as prayer wheels, beads, feathers, incense, cards, musical
instruments, icons, and bones. One excellent treatment of this topic, framed primarily by ethnographic
and sociological theories, is found in Blanton’s (2015) book concerning the use of prayer cloths in the
U.S. region of Appalachia. From the creation to the blessing to the distribution of small pieces of cloth
used as a faith-inspiring point of contact among people, Blanton recounts how these physical artifacts
serve to unite people in prayer. While many of the connections identified are not the sort of long-term
relationships targeted in this paper, the contacts are certainly very intimate in the sense of being deeply
meaningful and intensely personal. The central ideas of touch conveyed by inanimate objects across
long distances raises fascinating questions about the extent to which intimate relationships involving
prayer persist or falter when the partners are somehow physically separated.

Scientific Assumptions and Linmutations

As a scientist, one approaches questions within a very particular framework. In the case of prayer
research, one must consider the attitude of the practitioner with regard to the human—nonhuman
characteristic of the prayer. When a person uses the typical language of prayer, it can sound as though
the person 1s invoking direct (primary) control of an event or making a specific demand. The
(frequently unspoken) subtext, however, is that the act of praying as described in the various world
religions involves a relinquishment of self that is psychologically distinct from an attempt to exert
control (Phillips, 1966). This relinquishment is exemplified in Christian traditions by the phrase from
the Lord’s Prayer, “... Thy will be done...” and in the Muslim practice of speaking of future events as
transpiring, “inshallah” or “if God wills.” In instances where this relinquishment is not present,
considerable debate arises concerning the nature and relation of prayer and magic on conceptual and
practical grounds (Asirvatham et al., 2001; Serensen, 2008; Tambiah, 1990). Delving into this debate
is outside the scope of this paper. For this review, our working definition of prayer encompasses the
notion of relinquishment to some higher metaphysical authority.
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Recognizing this perspective in the attitude and belief of the practitioner requires the researcher to
evaluate how prayer is treated as a variable. The typical assumption within quantitative, experimental
methods is that it 1s feasible to create a situation in which something happens (prayer) or does not
happen (no prayer). This is referred to as an independent variable and it is critical to the process
because it establishes the basic test conditions. This is clearly not possible with prayer. One cannot
randomly assign some people to sincerely pray (something) and others to engage in faux prayers or not
to pray at all (nothing). Aside from the fact that praying on demand, often in a lab setting, 1s highly
atypical, it 1s not possible to prevent some prayer from occurring whether by the participant or by
someone on behalf of the participant (Ladd et al., 2015). Likewise, prayer cannot be administered to
one group and withheld from another because it is not possible to guarantee that no one is praying for
the second group. A further problem is that a basic premise of prayer 1s that any amount can be effective,
so a single prayer from a single person is believed (theologically) to be as valuable as many prayers
from many people. Whether or not the experimenter ascribes to the theological principles does not
matter; it is not possible to rule out the possibility that the theological claim of divine intervention has
merit. These challenges confront and fundamentally call into question all prayer research that claims
in some way to test the actual efficacy of prayer as the practice is commonly identified (Ladd & Spilka,
2014).

Less problematic is the conceptualization of prayer as something that people do in response to some
situation; this is known as a dependent or outcome variable. This is because it shifts the focus from
manipulating prayer and its practice and instead emphasizes how prayer occurs as a response. From
this approach, it is possible to obtain information about the affective, cognitive, and behavioral shifts
in how people engage their spiritual discipline.

Another class of investigation is known as quasi-experimental. Researchers using this methodology
may watch for situations that vary naturally (naturalistic experiments). For instance, if information
exists about how people pray before a disaster occurs, it is sometimes possible to then evaluate how
people pray following that disaster and compare those situations. One substantial drawback to this
kind of research is that the questions asked are typically developed post-hoc and are therefore
susceptible to a wide range of biases. Another issue is that since people are not intentionally assigned
to disasters, attempts at understanding causality are less robust.

Nonexperimental evaluations of prayer (e.g., correlations, most forms of regressions) provide a
comparatively low level of quantitative information. The variables involved (e.g., frequency of prayer
and quality of health) typically are not under the control of the investigator at any time, so it is not
possible to draw strong causal conclusions such as are available at the conclusion of true experiments.

There is certainly a wide array of statistical methods that have been developed to address some of the
above concerns, however, the wisdom widely attributed to Ernest Rutherford remains intact: If your
experiment needs statistics, you ought to have done a better experiment. There are no statistical
procedures that can clarify operationalizations or adjust for logical or design flaws. Likewise,
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irrationally exuberant interpretations can impede real development in any given field, and the
psychology of religion 1s no exception.

Back to Table of Contents
V. MEASURING THE EFFECTS OF PRAYING FOR ONE’S PARTNER

A perennially challenging situation within psychology, and no less within the psychology of religion, is
the one-off nature of much of the research. This disperses relevant information across a wide spectrum
of outlets, without a large degree of interaction among the authors. It also impedes theoretical
development due to the lack of certainty that can be provided via replications in independent labs. In
the present case, we are fortunate to have a set of works conducted by a relatively consistent set of
researchers, with Professor Frank Fincham as a key figure in this effort.

Frank Fincham and colleagues represent a cluster of researchers who have spent roughly two decades
systematically exploring the relations among religious and spiritual practices and dyadic relationships.
Some of these efforts focus on how constellations of these variables, especially forgiveness, may have
links to relationship quality (Fincham, Ajayi, & Beach, 2011; Rivera & Fincham, 2015) and cardiac
performance (Fincham, May, & Sanchez-Gonzalez, 2015; May et al., 2014; Sanchez et al., 2015). The
primary mechanism suggested is that forgiveness facilitates stress reduction, which can broadly be said

to apply to most prayers.

Other works (Fincham & Beach, 1999; Fincham, 2014; Fincham & Beach, 2013, 2014) aim to
summarize the expanding literature. A common thread among these is the use of a goal-directed model
to describe how prayer functions (Beach et al., 2008). The essence is that engaging in prayer influences
an individual’s choices of goals worthy of attention. Choosing specific goals results in modification of
intentions and an increased willingness to engage in behaviors necessary to bring the pursuit of those
goals to a satisfactory conclusion. When the goals include positive adjustments to relational
characteristics, such as the adoption of cooperative attitudes, this may increase relational satisfaction.

There is another thread of the Fincham team’s work that presents data-driven explorations of links
between intimate relationships and prayer (almost exclusively petitionary forms of prayer). Most adopt
the helpful approach of consistently using either a self-reporting process that allows individuals to
indicate how often they typically pray for their intimate partner and/or a standard protocol wherein
participants are asked to pray for good things to come to their romantic partners. The use of these
common constructs across multiple studies is rare in the field of the psychology of religion. It should
be commended because it alleviates many intellectual challenges when it comes to identifying key
findings across multiple studies.

One of the earlier works (Lambert et al., 2010) offered two studies exploring the role of prayer with
regard to relationship partners and forgiveness. In the first study, those who prayed for the well-being
of a romantic partner were more willing to forgive that partner than were those who merely thought
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about their partner. In a second study, praying for a friend evoked increased forgiveness for the friend
than did praying about an unassigned topic, or thinking positive thoughts about a friend. It seems that
being tasked with praying for an intimate partner or even a friend may have some effect on the process
of forgiveness. The extent to which this may be driven by factors such as social desirability is not

discussed.

In comparing prayer behavior to other activities, Lambert et al. (2013) asked participants in different
studies to think positive thoughts about their partner or consider whether God makes or breaks rules.
They also adjusted for baseline relationship satisfaction, amount of prayer, and similar potentially
relevant variables. In a series of five studies, the researchers provided evidence that a) partner-focused
prayer reduced vengefulness, b) the prayed-for partners independently recognized this shift in the one
who did the praying, c) partners who prayed after being hurt by a partner demonstrated increased
cooperative behaviors, and d) specifically praying for a partner enhanced both cooperation and

forgiveness in the one who prayed.

In another variation of the investigations concerning the effect of partner-focused praying, Lambert,
Fincham, and Stanley (2012) incorporated a comparison condition that involved thinking of a friend
primed by having the participant draw a picture of themselves with their friend and an active
discussion of a disagreement. The outcomes of their three studies included support for the idea that
praying for one’s partner helped to solidify the couple’s identity and goals in addition to increasing
levels of satisfaction with sacrifices made in the relationship.

Lambert et al. (2012) not only asked about praying for a partner, they also had people actually either
pray with their partner or conduct a positive discussion with their partner. Across three studies, they
reported that both praying for and praying with partners increased levels of trust and perceived unity.
Fincham and Beach (2014) continued in a similar vein, comparing the influence of praying for a
partner as opposed to praying for one’s self. Their target variable of interest was relationship
satisfaction, a variable that increased more significantly when praying for the partner than for the self.
Both findings dovetail with the report from three longitudinal studies that praying for a partner
decreases infidelity (Fincham, Lambert, & Beach, 2010).

While most of the above work adopted a goal-orientation theory of prayer behavior, Pereira et al.
(2014) employed attachment theory. Their specific task was to evaluate praying for one’s partner with
regard to different styles of attachment and how they were linked to the experience of loneliness. Prayer
did not, in fact, mediate the attachment-loneliness relationship. The authors did observe, however,
that high avoidant attachment was related to less praying for the partner, while more praying for the
partner directly linked to less loneliness. It is unfortunate that secure attachment was not represented

in this project in order to provide a more balanced portrayal of the attachment paradigm.

Back to Table of Contents
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VI. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

The theoretically oriented articles above present a wide array of possible influences on dyadic
relationship quality. This background work, however, does not include a strong rationale concerning
what prayer might add to the situations that is unique. How would things be different if prayer were
not included as a variable of interest? Is prayer just one of many variables that might have similar
effects? Why do some people engage in prayer rather than alternative practices, whether spiritual or

secular?

The general observation that prayer can serve to re-orient goals and enhance cooperative concerns is
noncontroversial. Care must be taken, however, to avoid limiting the scope of prayer to the language
and function of goal-orientation because this can make prayer seem overly utilitarian and pragmatic.
For practitioners of the discipline, the act of praying is not restricted to an active pursuit of goals. There
are, for instance, clear elements of creative and artistic impulses associated with prayer as with religion
and spirituality more generally (Brown, 2014; Sternberg & Lubart, 1998).

In essence, in the collection of studies, prayer is shown to be a relevant strategy within those substantial
segments of the population where it is already accepted in some sense. Within those settings, it may be
useful to encourage people to engage some forms of prayer as coping tools should prevention or
intervention be deemed necessary. Among the caveats presented, it is rightfully noted that, as with any
practice, there are potential “dark sides” that could also emerge. For instance, prayer could be
employed to justify a variety of relational inequities. The authors appropriately acknowledge that
“Inequities” are fraught with cultural elements that to date are thoroughly unexplored by their own,
or others’ work.

From a methodological perspective, the empirical works outlined above share the previously detailed
problems related to a) dose effect assumptions (more is better), b) performing “strong” tests (pinpoint
vs more general hypotheses), and ¢) finding a reasonable control group for the precise act of praying
(thus far not specified in the literature). There is also a preponderance of correlational work
demonstrating relations between self-reported prayer behavior and other variable(s). Some of the
studies report using statistical techniques to account for the variability associated with potentially
confounding elements (sex, church attendance, etc.) and that is helpful to an extent. These challenges
make it difficult to clearly understand causal mechanisms.

The larger question remains: “Is prayer any more associated in a causal fashion with these other
variables than are a host of other constructs?” This question can be somewhat addressed via
convergent and divergent discriminate validation procedures, which help to demonstrate how other
constructs are either more or less related to outcomes than is prayer. For instance, prayer certainly
shares a considerable amount of influence with many forms of mediation and intentional self-
evaluation, but probably has far less in common with daydreaming or thinking about the lives of
fictional characters. If prayer is somehow uniquely more powerful (or more damaging) than these other
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types of variables, then that suggests that prayer must be engaged with differential sensitivity in
practice; if it is one among many alternatives, its application principles are less scientifically critical.

It is also the case that by frequently presenting prayer in the correlation matrix, the risk is that the
interpretation of “prayer is correlated with X” becomes highly ambiguous. In fact, the practice of
prayer as a theological concept involving metaphysical assumptions is not being measured, instead the
measurement concerns factors surrounding the practice of prayer. This is always very hard to convey
with consistency. For instance, the measurement often is of the frequency of a related behavior. Here,
there is a distinct problem between the understanding of a scientist and a practitioner with regard to
the nature of prayer. The scientist is treating prayer as a type of dose-relevant construct where “more”
or “less” matters. This does not align with the viewpoint of practitioners. The practitioner (and/or
theologian), typically holds the viewpoint that a single prayer can be perfectly, fully efficacious because
the ¢ffect of the prayer per se is not dependent on the individual uttering the prayer. In other words,
“more” 1s not necessarily “more” in this sense. “More” can indicate a greater number of behaviors,
but the relation of a mass of behaviors to the spiritual significance of prayer is not a constant in the
sense that a scientist would prefer. In this instance, the “more” may be linked to notions such as social
support or the motivationally driven concept of effort justification. (I did a lot of praying, so I better
see/make some results.) These outcomes are commentaries on human behaviors, not commentaries

on the theological ramifications of praying.

“Strong tests” that make pinpoint predictions as opposed to estimating wide ranges of outcomes are
the subject of Meehl (1967, 1978, 1990, 1997), who argues that psychology rarely challenges its ideas
under truly critical test situations because its position as a science is tenuous. Not only 1s this a challenge
to null hypothesis testing, it is a significant issue for the character of prayer. A truly strong test of prayer
per se would involve demonstrating its full range of effects. That is simply not feasible given the nature
of the practice and its ultimate reliance on a supernatural force. Likewise, an experiment that would
randomly assign people to pray to a) improve and b) destroy their own marital relationships is unlikely
to occur. While this might seem an odd project, the gold standard in experimental psychology is to be
able to demonstrate the ability to move an outcome in any desired direction. Investigating whether
the variable can be used for both good and ill is a legitimate test of the boundaries of its influence. This
sort of project would take seriously the probability that any given variable can have both beneficial
and deleterious effects. In at least one study (Ladd et al., 2007), our research team demonstrated that
an emphasis on praying about one’s personal condition correlated with elevated levels of narcissism;
not a causal effect, but the relation makes sense and suggests the possibility that prayer may have other
than purely positive associations.

Even if this unusual study were to be conducted, what would it mean if the people who prayed for a
negative outcome were successful? It would be a logically and theologically torturous (empirically
impossible) exercise to link outcomes of such prayers as effected by a supernatural force (e.g., God
helping you to destroy your marriage or some other similar aggressive act). The net result from the
vantage point of science would lean toward explanations based on self-fulfilling prophecy theories.

There are certainly plentiful examples of other forms of imprecatory/destructive prayer (McAlister,
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2016) and those, too, are unlikely to receive experimental attention, thus weakening our understanding
of the full spectrum of prayer qua prayer; again, we are left with measuring affects, behaviors, and
cognitions associated with the practice as opposed to evaluating the practice itself.

Over the decades of work in the psychology of prayer, a solid control condition has yet to be articulated
and that fact demonstrates the highly intractable nature of the problem. Fincham and colleagues have
generated several ideas for controls (thinking positive thoughts, drawing pictures, describing one’s
partner to one’s parents), yet all these fall short of a full-spectrum understanding of prayer that includes
the theological context in which it is enacted. The impetus to pray is predicated on multiple theological
notions such as omnipotence and omniscience. When one prays for one’s partner, those notions are
invoked and become an intimate part of the experience. There is simply no opportunity to randomly
assign these beliefs and attitudes, therefore, attempts at true experimental work in this domain will
always be subject to substantial critiques of its validity and self-selection bias; as with other
investigations of beliefs and attitudes, other methodologies, such as quasi-experiments and

correlations, will predominate.

It is, of course, possible to compare groups of people who have already engaged the practice of prayer,
but that cannot provide an answer to the central experimental question concerning differences that
may exist in prayer vs no-prayer behaviors. The issue may become clearer if framed in marketing
terms. Among those who already pray, it is possible to explore ways to “tweak” the experience, but
that does not increase market share for praying. The real potential for growth is to be able to
demonstrate that praying does something totally unique. This does not in any way lessen the usefulness
of “tweaking” customer satisfaction, but it highlights the fact that increases or decreases in the decision
to practice prayer are ultimately theological in nature. So, while the corpus of work’s consistency across
studies thus far is admirable, it is not immediately apparent what the consistency reveals that is relevant
to prayer per se. This, again, is not necessarily a bad situation. Helping understand how people can
better use the tools they have chosen remains a very real, tangible, psychologically important

contribution.

What the constellation of studies does clearly reveal is small effect sizes (as are common across the
psychology of religion: Fincham, 2014) with large caveats. This means that the links relevant to
intimate relationships and prayer, as well as most links within the psychology of religion, are persistent,
but do not carry an abundance of practical influence. The situation is rather similar to consulting a
physician regarding a low-grade fever or asking a mechanic to eliminate a rattle emanating from
somewhere deep inside the dashboard of your vehicle; the elevated temperature and the rattle are on
the periphery of awareness, but they don’t restrict activity and it’s hard to pinpoint and address any

specific cause.
There appears to be a modest consensus that praying “works” for people who expect it to work. This

is certainly in line with general psychological expectancy theories. Since many of the investigations
involve self-report measures, this consensus highlights a need to account for the potential influence of
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both placebo and social desirability effects. This is, of course, not unique to this line of work; it is a
persistent situation across the discipline of psychology.

In light of these observations, it seems reasonable to speculate (though not yet explicitly explored) that
perhaps one reason prayer “works” marginally better than the proposed controls is because it carries
far more in the way of metaphysical assumptions. What is arguably most unique about the practice of
prayer is its foundational position that to pray is to be simultaneously connected to both metaphysical
(not testable) and physical (testable) realms. In this sense, prayer perhaps is partially, but not solely
about satisfying a goal or discovering a technique for coping or for cognitively structuring short and
long-term meaning; perhaps a key element is prayer’s perceived temporary distancing, in part, from
such temporal and spatial concerns, combined with Julian of Norwich’s mystical affirmation that
despite the turmoil of physical existence “all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well”
(Julian, ca 1394/1901, p. 56).

An additional observation is provided by Fincham (2014) who notes that many of the samples are from
the southeast portion of the U.S., where social norms are demonstrably different than other portions
of the U.S. and the rest of the world. There are, however, at least some non-U.S. indications of how

prayer and intimate relationships coincide.

There is some independent evidence from a small sample of Hindus (Toussaint et al., 2016) that
praying for a romantic partner as opposed to describing the partner’s physical attributes resulted in a
reduction of retaliatory stances; since the beginning levels of retaliation were well below the objective

means and the effect sizes were relatively small, this finding fits well into the pattern of the studies
conducted in the U.S.

Aman et al. (2019) worked with 508 Pakistani Muslim couples to explore facets of marital satisfaction.
Respondents strongly identified religious commitment and practices as important components. It is
common in the Muslim tradition for men and women to pray in different sections of the mosque, so
at least some of the ritualistic (Salat) prayers are performed outside of each other’s company, however,
they might be considered “together” if occurring at the same time. It is also possible that these couples
might engage in prayers together in other contexts (e.g., the more individualized Zikr and Dua forms

of prayer), however, none of these caveats are noted in the report.

Goodman et al. (2013) solicited open-ended responses from 184 Christian, Jewish, and Muslim couples
who reported on the usefulness of praying together. In a fashion very similar to the study of Pakistani
relationships (Aman et al., 2019), a major takeaway from this project is that the couples believed God’s
help came to them through prayer. Prayer for these respondents was not only an act that they

performed, but a way in which they perceived the ability to receive divine guidance.

From a Buddhist perspective, Polinska (2010) writes that the marriage accent falls on a commitment
to following Buddhist precepts as opposed to a commitment specifically to each other. Mutual

adherence to broad Buddhist ideals is presumed capable of sustaining the relationship because the
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tradition’s principles inherently cultivate practices such as mutuality of respect and openness of
communication. The author further observes that meditative practices (somewhat akin to silent prayer
at least on a behavioral, if not a theological/philosophical level) can support marital satisfaction
because they encourage the sort of development and growth that benefits both partners.

One general conclusion from this small sampling of non-U.S. work regarding prayer and intimate
relationships is that approaches toward experimentalism are less prevalent. This may be a result of the
narrow scope of relationships and prayer, but it could also be indicative of more fundamental concerns
with the principles and application of the philosophical principles underlying the scientific method in
general and Western practices more specifically (Ladd, Ladd, & Sahai, 2018).

Setting aside the methodological observation, clearly these other cultural positions readily identify the
practice of prayer as an important relational element. The reports that prayer enhances both
individual and intimate relationship identities and satisfaction levels suggests a wide cultural basis of

common interest and room for expanded investigations.

Back to Table of Contents
VII. RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

As we’ve seen, prayer is clearly not a monolithic endeavor. So, too, the measurable elements that

accompany prayer arc¢ nuincerous.

Physical

When considering the physical nature of prayer there are both personal and impersonal factors. On
the personal level, there are experiential differences related to whether the partners are in motion or
still. If one is praying while walking, the pattern, rapidity, and duration of the actions are all relevant
due to differences in stimulation. Psychological principles of attribution, misattribution, and
mimicry/synchrony may play roles in these effects.

Similarly, if the amount of motion is minimal, awareness of bodily postures may be important as the
different poses carry both social and physiological significance. As an example, praying while standing
erect, holding one’s arms extended upwards above the head and tilting the head backward
simultaneously induces muscle fatigue of the legs and torso, as well as the arms. In addition, the
backward head tilt preferences nasal as opposed to mouth breathing. This posture also influences the
possible gaze pattern, limiting the extent to which partners can see each other, highlighting instead
what is overhead.

The physical conditions extend beyond the individual bodies and incorporate the surrounding space.
The extent to which this space is naturally occurring versus built is one type of variable. Temperature,
lighting, coloration, “head room,” texture of materials, aromas, shapes, and similar factors can also
influence the emotional tone of the interaction between partners. Consider, for instance, a couple
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meeting outdoors for a time of prayer at 14,000 feet above sea level as opposed to in a functional,
beige-colored room located in a contemporary pole-barn worship space. In the author’s lab, a series
of projects are underway that employ labyrinths as prayer tools. Using labyrinths in combination with
prayer for conflict resolution in general or intimate partner counseling is a clear application
opportunity (Sellers & Moss, 2016). The flexible nature of the labyrinth as a symbol means that it also
can be incorporated into celebratory moments for intimate partners (e.g., weddings, vow renewals).
Such celebrations can either be private or public in nature as the strong symbolism of pilgrimage can

extend in many directions.

It is also the case that physical locations can be deeply associated with memory functions. Places can
evoke stronger reactions than could be predicted, sometimes even surprising the person who
experiences the stimulation. A common example here is a person returning to her or his grade school
building after many intervening years. More directly relevant to the specific topic at hand, spaces
encountered for specific rites associated with different moments of the relationship can be either more
or less relevant to individuals; the factors contributing to differences in reactivity to these exposures,
and how the discrete levels of arousal influence relational spiritual conditions, are unexplored.

Another example of potential interest concerns gravesites or similar markers of significance following
the death of one of the intimate partners. Stories abound of individuals who pray or otherwise
communicate with dead partners, with greater or lesser emphasis on this activity as metaphorical.
Through antiquity as well as in more contemporary settings (e.g., the spiritualist movement in the U.S.
toward the end of the 1800s and into the early 1900s; the current strength of Spiritism in Brazil and
other locations around the globe), these practices are persistent. Our knowledge in this domain,
however, has often focused on either 1) the trickery involved to relieve the gullible of their cash
(consider the crusades of the magicians Houdini, Randi, and the Penn/Teller duo against mediums)
or 2) the cognitive experience and constructs formed within the individual. The relational aspect of

these beliefs and behaviors remains relatively undefined.

Spatial

Beyond tangible physical characteristics, it can be revealing to consider how those elements are
arranged in space. A once popular bumper sticker reads “the family that prays together, stays
together.” Implicit in this sentiment is a sense of physical closeness. A natural question arises: How
close? Past research seeking to understand optimal social distances helped to establish that preferred
personal space differed according to a host of principles including in-group/out-group status.
Extending that work in the realm of intimate partners could elucidate how preferred spatial differences
related to perceived quality of prayer experiences. It could also be linked to physiological work relative
to the potentially stimulative effects of touch (Petrella & Rovers, 2017). Holding hands during prayer
might be perceived as more powerful than simply sitting near each other; lying in bed beside each
other might also evoke different experiences. Further, the influence of gaze could also be of interest.
Many traditions incorporate a prayer posture including closed eyes. The relation of gaze to
interpersonal experiences of closeness (Aron et al., 1997) and love versus lust (Bolmont, Cacioppo, &
Cacioppo, 2014) is clearly relevant to intimate relationship prayer practice.
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What then of long-distance prayer when the physical elements are removed from intimate partners?
Would the power of gaze work to enhance prayer experiences conducted via a digital connection over
great distance (or even in an adjacent research room)? Simple measures of distance, however, typically
are confounded in the real world by the factor of time duration. Spatial separations often include
spaces of days or even months in the cases of partners who have jobs in different geographical locations.
It is an open question as to whether praying together in some form at a distance (either simply at the
same time, using written communication (letter versus email?) or using a digital connection to add
auditory and/or visual signals to the communication) is helpful or detrimental to long-term

relationships.

Language

More traditional lines of exploration involve evaluations of vocabulary employed. The ways in which
intimate partners use language may provide insight into the extent to which they are attentive to the
other. The manner and tone of the language can also carry great weight, employed to either enhance
or attack the partner. This relates to the idea of “holy gossip” that takes a decidedly manipulative turn:
“Dear God, please forgive my useless spouse who is not strong enough to stop drinking, smoking, and
philandering.” Such a prayer uttered in the presence of the spouse or in the presence of an assembly
carries significant implications linked to research on passive-aggressive interactions.

While there are a variety of measurement tools available in this domain, Ladd and Spilka (2002, 2006)
explicitly sought to find the commonalities among several of the tools. The result of those projects was
a conceptualization of the language of prayer as a means of connecting the inward (personal concerns),
the outward (concerns for the tangible world), and the upward (concerns with the perceived
superphysical/supernatural). This model of prayer has been linked to attribution theory as a model of
understanding death experiences (Ladd, 2015) and has been related to theories of love that represent
one prominent feature of prayer and religion more generally (Ladd, 2017). The use of this type of
conceptual model and empirical measurement tool would allow for the evaluation of the degree to
which couples use synchronous or asynchronous emphases in their expressions of prayer. As an
extension of that basic idea, it is also feasible to capture either written or spoken prayers from couples
and evaluate that natural language using any one of many available computer programs. This latter
approach has the benefit of being able to use the conceptual model without the intrusion of physically
responding to the short series of words and phrases that comprise the measurement scales.

It is not at all uncommon for intimate partners to spend time in purely silent prayer with each other.
“Prayers of the heart” are also an area ripe for investigation because they represent emotional facets
of prayer as opposed to the more commonly explored cognitive, linguistic areas (see also the “primary
speech” notions of Ulanov and Ulanov, 1982).

Cognition

Beyond language, there are a wide range of potential avenues for exploring cognitive functions. These
types of prayer-related studies can be conducted among children in order to isolate basic functions and
understandings of the practice in relation to cognitive development (Richert et al., 2017). Longitudinal
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work tracking developmental cognitive processes remains to be conducted and this could become a
major source of information. At the present time, research is primarily cross-sectional. This can create
the illusion that prayer is relatively static across the lifespan, yet this is patently not the case. Different
ways of praying are either more or less prominent at different times of the lifecycle and in response to
different stimuli. “Longitudinal” in this instance could mean across a single prayer because the
intimate partners likely cover a multitude of topics in a single prayer. For instance, it would be possible
to track the content of prayers, both prescribed and spontaneous (the latter would be most informative),
during season of religious importance or even on a single religious holy day. Accumulating the prayers
across multiple years would allow for analysis of changes. Employing a nested design, small instances
could also be monitored in terms of larger patterns. This is a relatively labor-intensive option, but the

complex demands are repaid with uniquely informative data.

Other cognitive work regarding prayer takes a great number of forms. In some cases, these lead to
considerations of psychological principles related to the formation of meaning, appraisals, and coping
strategies (Miller-Perrin & Mancuso, 2014). Other perspectives arise from sociological
conceptualizations of cognition (Wuthnow, 2008). Yet other scholars cast the intellectual net wider
than the discipline of psychology to address how ordinary cognitive processes do or do not lend
themselves to religious thinking and its concomitant beliefs and rituals (Barrett, 2007). Classic topics
yet to be explored here would involve how concepts of the nature and character of the supernatural
entity toward which prayers are directed have (or do not have) influence on the quality of intimate
relationships. Do couples need to share similar images and concepts for their joint prayers to enhance
their relationship?

The various perspectives, especially that of cognitive science as most broadly defined, have critics
(Jones, 2019) who argue that the emphasis on cognition unnecessarily sacrifices the role of physicality.
The tension between cognitive and embodiment positions (Gibbs, 2005) has many edges to explore
with regard to prayer. For instance, cognition, evolution, and embodiment all have a place in the
discussion of mimicry as it promotes close relationships (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Chartrand &
Lakin, 2013; Gueguen, 2009). This perspective could be extended to address the effect of distinctive
postures adopted by couples during times of prayer.

Vision

“Seeing eye to eye” is a common phrase used to denote a commonality of perspective. There is,
however, more than just language behind this expression. The manner in which people literally see
the world around them is influential with regard to their affect, cognition, behavior, and more (Balcetis
& Lassiter, 2010). Eye-tracking technology pulls from multiple theoretical backgrounds (Liversedge,
Gilchrist, & Everling, 2013) and is useful in tracking how couples visually connect or disengage
(Bolmont, Cacioppo, & Cacioppo, 2014). The author’s lab is currently using photovoice and eye-
tracking techniques to explore connections between ways of praying and ways of seeing, with
preliminary evidence suggesting that theological views (broad/narrow) relate to how people intuitively
frame the pictures they take and prefer. It is a short step to applying this sort of investigate technique
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to intimate relationships and the ways in which their prayers correspond to their intellectual and literal
views; this sort of information has significant potential especially within clinical contexts.

Affect

In many ways, prayer is a fundamentally emotional experience. It is common for practitioners to speak
of their spiritual experiences as ineffable and that reaction holds true for the practice of prayer. Across
the religious traditions outlined, the commentaries on prayer affirm this understanding. Similarly,
affect is a critical variable for describing intimate relationships. It is a natural pairing to explore these
domains in tandem. The challenge, of course, is finding appropriate methodologies for studying
emotionality without forcing language onto the experience. Some attempts to use neuroimaging
techniques have appeared, but those have been severely hampered because of a lack of debriefing; it
is not known if the results truly reflect praying or the attempt to pray. Doing and thinking about doing
are quite different states, hence, the study findings are fully ambiguous.

It is the case that investigations in this area must be fastidious about both positive and negative
emotional experiences. As with journaling studies (Pennebaker, 2004), the presence of both types of
emotions 1s likely given the processes that define the act of praying. Since prayer serves in some of its
forms as a psychological mechanism of confession and contrition, these characteristics must be
represented as adequately as are experiences of joy and happiness. Especially regarding the negative
emotions, it 1s important to consider not just their presence or absence, but the interpretations placed
on those emotions by the intimate couple. It could be that one person views the negative emotions as
transitory (guilt-released) while the other considers the emotions more permanent (guilt-maintained).

Behavior
Many behaviors relative to intimate partners are exceptionally well documented, so determining how
much prayer contributes over and above these other variables is a relatively straightforward task

awaiting researchers.

It is worth noting that some of the most widely studied human behaviors involve sexuality beyond the
adolescent years, yet there is relatively little detailed research in this area as it involves religion and
spirituality. One notable exception is that of Hernandez (2008) who, in her Master’s thesis, addressed
sexual frequency, satisfaction, intimacy, and distress as related to spiritual sanctification of marriage.
Among the findings from this sample of college students, frequency of prayer (individual) and the
manifestation of God in sexual intercourse were positively and significantly correlated, however, no
indices of partner-focused or dyadic prayer behaviors were included.

This domain, then, presents a unique opportunity for prayer researchers because there are traditions
(e.g, Kamasutra, Tantric yoga) that actively promote sexual relationships as an expression of mutual
spirituality. Other traditions place far less emphasis on sexual expression as a form of prayerful
interaction, and in some cases, certain kinds of sexuality are rejected. Given the current cultural
discussions on topics of sexuality ranging from marriage to transgender identity, this area represents a

comparatively untapped line of work that while sensitive and challenging, could offer significant
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insight. The fact that a satisfying sexual relationship was the second highest reported element of a
successful marriage further supports this as a potential area of interest for researchers.

Within the same realm, virtual sexuality and its relation to the practice of intimate prayer also looms
large due to the availability of internet pornography (IP). Short, Kasper, and Wetterneck (2015) relay
the estimate that approximately 40 percent of conservative Protestant clergy struggle with online
pornography. A significant proportion of these clergy are likely to be married, hence, the prayer
interactions with spouses may or may not have a role in the patterns and interpretation of this virtual
sexuality as detrimental or beneficial to the relationships. Short and colleagues (2015) found no
differences in religious practices, including prayer, or marital satisfaction for those who never had used
IP and those who were currently using IP.

There is also room in this area, as well as in the area of cognition, for consideration of prayer in relation
to discussions of spiritual possession (Cohen, 2007; Gammelin, 2020). These notions are often related
to the concepts of spiritual warfare that entails significant physical manifestations. The degree to which
these trance states and/or warfare conditions are experienced by couples in the course of their
relationships 1s not thoroughly documented. The physicality of these events makes them highly
memorable and such strong experiences would be capable of creating durable relational bonds with

those present; the absence of one’s intimate other would be significant.

Back to Table of Contents

VIII. RESEARCH PRIORITIES

It would be well worth investigating how the value of the frequency of prayer can be balanced between
scientific and theological conceptualizations. As noted before, the strict notion of a dose-response is
not universally applicable to prayer. On the other hand, prayer is also a spiritual discipline meant to
be engaged on a regular basis. Sorting out the ways of praying that interact with issues of frequency
seems a fertile ground for both theoretical and data-driven work.

Methodologically, longitudinal studies tracking across a series of years have particular potential,
especially if carefully populated with an array of outcome variables. While it certainly is possible to
acquire new knowledge about the short term (e.g., multiple weeks or months), it is clear that the role
and practice of prayer can change radically over a lifetime. It is likely that enterprising researchers
would not need to initially create projects along this line so much as to uncover information that
already exists in the form of personal diaries. It could also be that relevant information could be culled
from sermons or other similar documents. As a first step along this path, this sort of qualitative
exploration could be joined with short-term longitudinal and cross-sectional projects to effectively plan
larger scale work. Another methodological observation is that studies are typically restricted to
ostensibly testing positive outcomes of prayer. While the ethical realities are readily apparent, the

absence of demonstrations about how prayer involvement could be harmful to the individual reduces
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the overall message of the findings. This is similar to noting how the practice of yoga can, in fact, result
in negative outcomes for some people.

Perhaps the greatest promise for advancing this field of study lies in demonstrating what 1s (or is not)
unique about how prayer relates to intimate relationships. There are many nonprayer variables, such
as income and number of children, that are clear and powerful predictors of positive relationships.
When things go awry in relationships, clinicians know that these must be addressed. We need to know
more about how the practice(s) of prayer fits into this equation. As outlined above, a key strategy in
evaluating any given variable is to determine the extent to which that variable is unique in its
explanatory power. If other variables (self-talk, long walks, etc.) produce relational changes in a
manner similar to prayer, then prayer’s uniqueness is limited and hence its applications are
circumscribed. This condition extends beyond determinations of statistical significance and explicitly
looks for effect sizes that show there i1s some level of practical difference, for if there is no practical
difference between variables, then the discussion of which variable to engage is based on other
considerations (cost, simplicity, etc.). This is by no means to suggest that a lack of uniqueness somehow
limits or disparages the contributions of prayer practice, it is only to recognize that if there is something
truly unique about a variable, that status radically changes how it is approached and the degree to

which it adds new knowledge to our understanding of what it means to be human.
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