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Preface

How do religious groups embed themselves within the topography of a city? 
How do they deal with and support the religious diversity of a city, and to what 
extent are they affected by such diversity? To what extent do these groups, and 
particularly readers within them, communicate new ideas designed to cope with 
the city environment? And what has prayer to do with all of that? How can a 
practice that is supposed to be static and formalistic be affected by topography, 
diversity and the ways religious groups find to cope?

To answer these questions, a number of Bible scholars, experts on the Ancient 
Near East, Judaism, Islamic and Buddhist studies, classicists, historians and 
specialists in urbanity were brought together at an international and interdis-
ciplinary workshop held in January 2019 at Martin-Luther University Halle-
Wittenberg, Germany, in which most of the contributions to this volume 
originated. This group of scholars and doctoral students examined the diverse 
qualities of prayers in ancient and current times as well as bodies of knowledge 
that effectively shape the spatial design of urbanity. The primary focus was on 
urban spaces (city limits, streets, temples) and on the types of spaces which 
become visible and describable only against the background of concrete forms 
of delimitation. Together we explored the city as a diverse and dense melting 
pot impinging on practices and beliefs that, in turn, affect the way people pray.

Another area of interest was the formation of normative discourses. Urban 
spaces as spaces for creative action give rise to new practices that, in turn, 
generate new  imaginaires. Such practices and their corresponding  imaginaires 
are highly controversial. The competing  imaginaires, whether in narrative or 
dramatic form, in pictures or architecture, evoke processes of grouping and dif-
ferentiation that involve the negotiation of spatial imaginations and sometimes 
lead to open conflicts. We think of philosophers and church fathers, for example, 
who promoted alternative ways of using city spaces that had implications for 
new forms of prayer or belief supporting the formation of a non-diverse group 
in a city of diversity.

We were also interested in instances where the definition of external borders 
of a city is dispensed with altogether, and states are organized from the center 
toward outer borders, with the parts of a given territory remaining undefined. 
Transregional social relationships, as revealed in archaeological finds and text 
sources, and their significance for prayers formed the content of the discussions 



within the conference and the accompanying seminar. These discussions are 
reflected in the contributions presented here.

Our thanks go to Dean Prof. Dr. Daniel Cyranka as well as to students and 
doctoral students from Martin-Luther University, who raised thought-pro-
voking questions and provided suggestions in discussions on the topic of prayer 
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Several people contributed to the development of this work, and we would 
like to express our gratitude here.

We are especially grateful for the financial support of the Fritz Thyssen Foun-
dation and the Forum of Global Studies of the universities of Halle, Leipzig, Jena 
and Erfurt, which made the conference possible and provided funding for this 
volume. Special thanks go to Clarissa P. Paul, Marie-Therese Peter, Bernhard 
Heinze, Malina Teepe and the students of the prayer seminar for their invaluable 
administrative support in organizing and holding the conference in Halle.

Our heartfelt gratitude goes to Prof. Dr. Polly Coote (Berkeley) for proof-
reading all the manuscripts and Albert Heinichen (Leipzig) and Malina Teepe 
(Halle) for their assistance in the creation of the manuscripts.

For the final structure of this book, we would like to thank our colleagues 
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the editorial staff of Mohr Siebeck, especially E. Müller, for their assistance in 
the process of publication.
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Prayer and the ancient city: 
Influences of urban space

An introduction

Annette Weissenrieder, Maik Patzelt, and Jörg Rüpke

1. Prayer status quo

Prayer is a central field of research in disciplines that examine ancient religion 
and culture and the resulting textual and religious traditions.1 With a special 
focus on textual tradition, prevailing scholarship in these disciplines, whether 
classics or biblical studies, opted for traditional historical-critical approaches to 
understand and analyse the texts in classic form-critical and lexical categories,2 
thereby unfolding a rich typology of prayers referring to literary forms, 
intentions and the places in which they are performed.3 Such prayer types and 

1 The abundance of works cannot, of course, be represented here. We therefore want to 
reference the exhaustive bibliographies of studies on Greek and Roman prayers, edited by 
Freyburger, Pernot 2008; 2013; 2016. For the studies of Christian prayer, see with an em-
phasis on the NT Gebauer 1989; Cullmann 1994; Longenecker 2001; Neyrey 2001; Löhr 2003; 
Ostmeyer 2006; Tukasi 2008; van der Horst 1994; idem 2008; Klein/Mihoc/Niebuhr/Karakolis 
2009; Osborne 2010; Sandnes 2016; Neumann 2019; with an emphasis on Jewish-Christian 
contexts see Newman 1999; Leonhardt 2001; Löhr 2003; Ehrlich 2004; Penner/Penner/Wassen 
2012; Matlock 2012; Egger-Wenzel/Reif 2015; Newman 2018; Heger/Lange/Noam/Levinson 
2019; with an emphasis on the Lord’s prayer: Neumann 2019; Ridlehoover 2020.

2 For Rome, among various contributions, see for instance Champeaux 2010; Guittard 1995. 
A ground-breaking study on prayer terminology was undertaken by Benveniste 1969, 233–254. 
Probably the most comprehensive work on expressions of the sacred is Fugier 1963. For Chris-
tian prayers see Ostmeyer 2006; see for further studies also the lexicon articles by Balz 1980, 
94–95; 1981, 858–861; Bertram 1964, 719–722; Conzelmann 1973, 350–405; Greeven 1935, 
39–42, and 1959, 759–767.

3 Given such an approach and given the abundance of prayers in tragedies, the material of 
those tragedies, Euripides above all, dominates studies on Greek prayer (for an extensive study 
on Euripides’ prayers see Langholf 1971; Pace 2010; Pinheiro 1994). The Homeric works, epos 
and hymns, caused a similar abundance of works on prayer (e. g. Karanika 2017; Calame 1994; 
Cheyns 1988). Comprehensive works on Greek prayers are Pulleyn 1997; Aubriot-Sévin 1992. 
A very concise and sill fresh approach is offered by Scheer 2001.



genres range from petitionary prayer, intercessory prayer,4 communal prayer or 
liturgical prayer to meditative prayer, healing prayer and many more, all per-
formed in their respective (sacred) spaces and places,5 such as temples, shrines, 
(house‑)churches or synagogues. Against the backdrop of this preoccupation 
with form and place, scholarship tends to forget about all the prayers that have 
been performed beyond these ‘sacred’ spaces such as temples, these contexts, and 
at times even beyond these forms and types.6

For New Testament studies, the work of Klaus Berger was particularly 
ground-breaking in this respect. He identifies prayers as a “collective genre” 
(Sammelgattung) and questions that prayers elude formal definition: Prayer can 
thus become an element of numerous genres. Simon Pulleyn took a similar path 
for Greek prayers; he not only questions the notion of individual prayer genres 
but even questions a comprehensively valid definition of prayer in writing, “One 
can see how undesirable it is, in order to arrive at a definition that will serve in 
all cases, to strip away precisely those details which give each prayer-tradition its 
individuality. Surely we ought to be doing the reverse.”7 In contrast, research on 
Jewish prayer rather addresses the history of genres, or more specifically prayers, 
as witnesses and media of “scripturalisation” and as “a subcategory of and the 
general retrieval of biblical and classical sources and the flourishing of biblical 
interpretation in Second Temple Judaism.”8 Of central importance are liturgical 
texts from Qumran, the liturgy of the Second Temple traditions and prayers of 
synagogue services. It is controversial whether the roots of liturgical prayer can 
be located in the temple cult itself, or whether it emerged later as a substitute for 
the sacrificial system.

In terms of action, prayer is most commonly defined as (one-sided) verbal 
communication with God or heavenly beings.9 In contrast to modern positions, 
a deity can, therefore, be addressed in prayer and can be influenced so that he 

4 The main focus for an intercessory prayer is a prayer on ‘behalf of others.’ In the New 
Testament, we find a distinction between ‘to pray for’ ([προσ]εὔχεσθαι περί) and ‘to ask for’ 
(δεῖσθαι περί). See for further considerations: https://www.bibelwissenschaft.de/wibilex/das-
bibellexikon/lexikon/sachwort/anzeigen/details/fuerbitte-nt/ch/536b209799d934530988df95a
c61fea3/

5 A critical and encompassing overview over all forms and dimensions of prayer as well as 
over the various scholarly attempts to ground and define this phenomenon and its forms needs 
a book series rather than a footnote. A reference to the excellent and multi-authored lexicon 
article in the RGG4 (483–507) might be sufficient at this point. See also the conceptually dif-
ferent typologies of Foster 1992 and Ladd, Spilka 2013, 43–61, both representing a shift from 
rather theoretical, and therefore from rather theologically inspired forms and types of prayer 
to rather empirical types of prayer.

6 This observation challenged scholars in Greek and Roman religion to widen the scope of 
research beyond those contexts (Kindt 2012; Rüpke 2011).

7 Pulleyn 1997, 13.
8 Newman 1999, 206.
9 See Dan 9; Tob 11:14; Gen 17.
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or she intervenes by acting. The cardinal prayer terms in the Old Testament 
in this regard are אמר (to speak [with God]), ׁבקש (to seek [God]), שׁאל (to ask 
[God]). Some terms also emphasise a lamenting or thanking attitude of prayer, 
such as קרא (to call), צעק (to shout), חנן (to be gracious [in qal and hitp.]), ידה (to 
thank, to praise [hif.]), הלל (to praise).10 Terms with similar connotations can be 
detected in later prayer traditions. The most frequently used terms in the Greco-
Roman tradition are εὔχεσθαι11/precari or προσεύχεσθαι (communicating, con-
tacting God12/the gods), both expressing a personal request. Further expressions 
of attitudes are those of προσκυνεῖν/ supplicare (to supplicate),13 δεῖσθαι (to please; 
but also be needy, want14; the verb is also used for requests to humans), gratulari 
(to give solemn thanks), vocare (to call) or (ad)orare (to venerate). Some terms 
have other connotations in different Greek contexts: for example, αἰτεῖν (ask/
request), which can refer to a claim of money in POxy. 54.15 and is used in an 
active sense as prayer with the lips and in a medial sense as prayer in the heart (Jas 
4:2–3),15 κρούειν (knock [on the door]),16 ἐπικαλεῖν ([act./pass.] to call, invoking 
the deity), which is often used in inscriptions, papyri and Greek literature such 
as Plutarch Tib 16 in a medial sense, where it has a juridical connotation17 and 
is similar to provocare (call forth), βοᾶν (scream out, let out a yell), κράζειν (caw, 
shriek, groan with a rough and loud voice) and κραυγάζειν (to call out).18

Whereas all these terms seem to support a definition of prayer as an oral act 
‘directed at God,’ developments in New Testament studies and the study of 
Greco-Roman religions foreground an understanding of prayer in the context 
of the mutual relationship between gods and men, respectively a relationship, 
indeed a communication between believers, Christ and God. Thus Paul can 
exhort believers to unceasing prayer.19 This is not contradicted by the fact that 
prayer requests remain unfulfilled. In early Christian literature, the claim that 
Christians are “essential worshippers” (“wesenhaft Betende”) is on the rise.20 
For the contexts of Greek prayers, Simon Pulleyn stated the simple fact that 
“Perhaps all that mattered was that both god and man recognised that they 
were in a relationship of χάρις (grace/favour).”21 The reciprocal relationship 

10 Miller 1994, 32–34.
11 This is used in biblical sources often in contexts of the cult. At the Jerusalem Temple as 

e. g. in Acts 18:18; 21:23.
12 E. g. Matt 6:9; Luke 11:1; 18:10; 20:47.
13 This is to differentiate between the individual act of supplicating and the extraordinary 

festivals called supplicationes. On the latter, see Février 2009; Hickson 2004; Halkin 1953.
14 For this connotation, see 4 Macc 2:8; Job 17:1.
15 Cf. Matt 7:9; Luke 11:10; John 16:26; the Codex Bezae changed this term in ἐρωτάω.
16 Cf. TestJob 6:4; Matt 7:7–8; Luke 11:9–10; 12:36.
17 See Acts 25:11, 12, 25.
18 Cf. John 1:15; 12:13; 11:43 and more often.
19 1 Thess 5:17; Rom 12:12.
20 Ostmeyer 2002.
21 Pulleyn 1997, 13.
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between worshipper and deity, notably crystallised into the idea of pietas as 
expressed in various prayer terms,22 was also a very crucial aspect in the study 
of Roman religion and its prayers.23 Whereas the Christian discourse quickly 
preferred orare as the main signifier of prayer and thus as a direct translation 
of εὔχεσθαι,24 the ‘pagan’ Roman world also knows numerous variations and 
specifications of those and other expressions, such as deprecari, imprecari, or 
advocare and devocare.25 These and other variations express not only the wor-
shipper’s attitude but also nuance vis à vis communication, a communication 
that is essentially defined by a human seeking to persuade a superhuman being, 
which makes Greco-Roman prayer a matter of rhetoric rather than expressions 
of theologically coherent concepts.26 Probably the best expression of such recip-
rocal and, above all, internalised relationship can be found in Hinduism. Whereas 
‘prayer’ is generally formulated as a request (prārthanā) directly addressed to the 
god or goddess, the most common way of daily praying is the pūjā (‘worship’), 
during which a deity is treated like a guest, a child or a king: water is offered to 
wash the feet as well as rinsing the mouth; fresh clothes and fragrance as well as 
food are offered to the deity.27 Taking the above together, the act of prayer can 
thus be described as “a vehicle for human-divine communication.”28

In contrast to the major parts of the Greco-Roman and New Testament 
tradition, prayers in the Hebrew Bible are essentially poetically arranged (in 
parallelismus membrorum), so that they are not spontaneous oral expressions, 
but rather stylistic, traditional and literary texts, similar to Greek and Roman 
festive hymns (carmina), which are poetic masterpieces.29 In Islam there are 
three different terms: ritual prayers, personal prayers and mystical prayers, all 
of which have their basis in the Qur’an, and to which Muhammad’s tradition 
of prayer can be traced. Muhammad’s prayers are based on ecstatic inspiration 
by the Holy Spirit (Q. 16:102; 26:192–4), nightly visions as well as intermediate 
beings like angels (Gabriel; Q. 2:97–8; cf. 66:4) or the prophets like Noah and 

22 King 2003, 292–307.
23 For the Roman case, reciprocity was widely acknowledged (e. g., as the commercial 

character of Roman religion) and frequently embedded into the ritualistic, indeed legalistic 
framework that seeks for a pax deorum (generally see Champeaux 2001; Versnel 1981, 56–58). 
Expressions like vota solvere seem to carry that connotation. The Roman discourse tends to 
frame this logic into terms of avarice and corruption (Patzelt 2018a, 46–60).

24 On the early transformation of orare towards an independent verbum petendi that does 
not require any form of precari anymore, see Szantyr 1971, 2–12; Wagenvoort 1980, 197–199.

25 An exhaustive list is provided by Appel 1909, 63–68.
26 Goeken 2010; Spina 2008; Pernot 2006.
27 On prayer and pūjā see Wilke 2005; Bühnemann 1988. Though on pūjā in Jain worship, 

Humphrey, Laidlaw 1994 theorised the internalised experience and the modes of ritualisation 
towards it.

28 Ehrlich 2004, 3–4.
29 See Guittard 2007. On Greek hymns see for instance Bremer 1981. On Roman song see 

also Habinek 2005.
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Moses. As already before in Judaism, there is rhythmicising prose in the Qur’an, 
which is sometimes interrupted by phrases that are more likely to be demonic 
whispers. In the Muslim tradition Ṣalāt (noun; occurs 78 times; usually with the 
definite article) and the verbum ṣallā are central and probably not based on the 
Qur’an, but ‘common Semitic,’ as outlined in Hekmat Dirbas’ contribution. 
Sometimes it is mentioned in conjunction with alā, an eulogy that connotes a 
blessing: here it is God’s own prayer.30 Further expressions are rukūʿ wa sjudū 
(bow down and prostrate yourselves),31 or tasbīḥ or subḥāna llāhi (mentioned 41 
times in the Qurʾan).32 There is also the term muṣallā, the space of prayer, which 
is used, though only once,33 for the central shrine in Mecca or also in Medina.

Such rhythmic prose makes us aware that prayers are not just about texts and 
textual signifiers. They are also about vocals and physical expression. In more 
recent times, studies are dedicated to such nonverbal elements in the language of 
prayers such as the Tefillaht HaAmidah (תפילת העמידה), which is recited standing 
with feet closely together: “Although undeniably a fundamental component, the 
text in and of itself only gives a partial expression of the whole. Just as there can 
be no living human communication without nonverbal elements – bodily ges-
tures, facial expressions, some distance between the participants, voice, attire, 
and so on – no active religious dialogue (as opposed to its literary form) can 
proceed in the absence of these elements.”34

As for the gestures, most prayers keep to similar archetypes.35 Roman, Greek, 
New Testament and early Christian evidence documents an attitude of an upright 
standing posture with arms raised and hands open,36 in Jewish contexts also 
sometimes a folding of hands; texts in which the worshipper is proselytised are 
rarely found.37 While Jewish prayers are distinguished by a triangle over the 
chest,38 the act of kneeling, spinning, and dancing seems rather ubiquitous in all 

30 E. g. in Q. 33:43.
31 Q. 22:77.
32 E. g. in Q. 12:108; 21:22; 23:91; 27:8; 28:68; 30:17; 52:43; 59:23.
33 Q. 2:125.
34 Ehrlich 2004, 231. This observation is crucial for the study of prayer as rhetoric (Pernot 

2006).
35 For the study of prayer through archetypes of action rather than through the study of 

literary genre the publication of Marcel Mauss’ work on prayer (Mauss 1909) can be seen as a 
hallmark. His model corresponds well with Georg Appel’s (1909) work on that topic (on this 
interrelation, see Deremitz 1994, 142–150). As for similar approaches on Greek prayer, see Au-
briot-Sévin 1992. The archetypal approach had ground-breaking results in theorising religious 
action in general. A work worth mentioning here is Humphrey, Laidlaw 1994.

36 In the Old Testament, this is mostly articulated by עמד in 1 Kgs 8:22; Ps 28:2; Exod 17:11; 
see Keel 1996, 287–290. New Testament e. g. Luke 1:10; Mark 11:25; polemical: Matt 6:5–6. 
For Rome see Patzelt 2018a, 96–123; 209–213; Sittl 1890, 174–199. For Greece Pulleyn 1997, 
188–195; Versnel 1981. For a comparison of all traditions, see Ohm 1948.

37 Gen 24:26; Exod 34:8
38 See e. g. Gen 24:26; Exod 34:8.
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prayer traditions.39 The prayer of the Qumran community, for instance, is es-
sentially characterised by prostration.40 This also applies for Hinduism, which 
developed a very special form of prostration over the centuries: lying ‘like a stick’ 
(daṇḍavat), during which the whole body is on the floor in a contemplative, 
level gesture (abdomen on the ground), with the hands above the head (añjali 
posture). This prostration is repeated, sometimes turning into an ascetic practice, 
especially on pilgrimages, where pilgrims circle the shrine of the goddess or 
deity prostrating (instead of walking). Unlike early Christians, who raised their 
arms during prayer, the most common prayer gesture of the Hindus was and 
is the folding of the hands (añjali).41 In Biblical and Greco-Roman contexts 
such prostrations are sometimes accompanied with repentance and mourning 
clothes (tearing of clothes and scattering of ashes on the head) to emphasise the 
emergency,42 but special prayer garb such as a cloak or Teffilin are only found 
in post-Biblical times. Further recurring elements of cult prayers are music and 
sacrifices. On a linguistic level, prayers of Greco-Roman and early Christian 
times share a tripartite structure of prayer consisting of invocatio, pars epica/
argumentum and preces.43

Studies in Second Temple Judaism, early Christianity, classics, and Hinduism 
are also closely integrated into the social and cultural contexts of the respective 
cities with which and between which individual religious groups and their 
leading figures communicate.44 Especially the study of ancient Roman and Greek 
prayers is also considerably pre-occupied with spaces and places of prayer and 
the formalised, one might say quasi-liturgical, prayer forms these places epito-
mise.45 These spaces are commonly differentiated into public, cultic and private 
space. The topography of prayer thus ranges from official ritual events, such as 

39 Sittl 1890, 174–199.
40 see for example CD XI,22: the prayer house was called the ‘House of prostration.’
41 See Wilke 2005.
42 Josh 7:6; Ier 3:9. As for Rome, we know these actions as mourning gestures that are de-

ployed in religious and non-religious contexts likewise to achieve the above-mentioned effect 
(Degelmann 2018; Flaig 1997).

43 This structure originates from Karl Ausfeld’s study on Greek prayers (1903) and has been 
widely adopted for all forms of ancient prayer. For a summary for Rome, see Fyntikoglou, 
Voutiras 2005, 158–160. A rather differentiated picture on that tripartite structure is drawn by 
Aubriot-Sévin 1992, 218–233; cf. Langholf 1971, 51–65. On the adaptation of this structure 
by early Christianity see Rouwhorst 2018. On various aspects of liturgy of prayer, see Bitton-
Ashkelony, Krueger 2017.

44 Weissenrieder 2017, 2018.
45 Guittard 2007; Champeaux 2010; 2001; Newman 1999. In contrast to studies on Roman 

prayers, studies on Greek prayer sometimes emphasise the lack of authority beyond cultic 
prayers and therefore highlight the individual’s capacity to pray whenever they want and what-
ever they want to pray for. They, however, point to the authority of tradition and context that 
may or may not require a prayer in the form the cultural context suggests (Scheer 2001; Pulleyn 
1997, 156–168).
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the Vestalia, Ludi Megalenses or the Panathenaea, to the various prayers of local 
cults, cults in the neighbourhoods (vici) and all the various cultic practices in 
hundreds of households. Just as in any household, each cult developed its own 
set and sequences of ritual acts and its own knowledge, most of which is pre-
served in priestly archives or sacred laws.46 Scholars of ancient prayers, whether 
Greek, Roman or any form of ‘Oriental’ prayer47 strictly speaking, developed 
an idea of prayer that is intrinsically tied to the place where it is performed. 
Knowledge, practice and perception are therefore limited to and indeed con-
tained in the very area where the prayer is performed, just as they are associated 
with a culture-specific set of values, ideas and beliefs commonly conceptualised, 
though recently criticised, as ‘state religion,’ ‘civic religion,’ or ‘polis religion.’48 
The reference to private in these studies does not therefore indicate any sole 
individual praying. It refers to the head of a household – of a domus or οἶκος – 
who performs a ritual deed on behalf of the members of his household.49

In contrast to many approaches in Greco-Roman antiquity, a distinction 
between private and public prayer is hardly meaningful in the case of Jewish 
prayer. Jewish prayers have usually been spoken in community. Individuals in 
prayer are mentioned, such as royal, priestly or even prophetic functionaries. 
However, they are always at the service of the community, and their prayers are 
held in ‘we-style.’ This does not mean, however, that there was no difference 
between private prayer practice and ritual prayer practice. How does this relate 
to the Sitz im Leben? While in the monarchic era (ca. 1000–587 bce), private 
and official prayers in the temple exist side by side while showing similarities 
in form and content, in the exile period (587–520 bce), this only applies to 
Jerusalem. In the post-exile period, the doctrine of the Scriptures is gaining 
influence: prayers that were formerly ritualistically bound are now reflected 
theologically. Scholars argue that psalm prayers have now become part of the 
‘learning material’ of the teaching houses (see, for example, Sir 51:23). In this 
context, one may even suspect that sacrifices have been replaced by prayers (see 
here Ps 50:14–15; 51:19).50

Recently, ideas of ‘tradition’ and ‘orthopraxy’ in classics, ancient Near Eastern 
studies, and biblical studies have come into question51 and have been replaced by 
more complex concepts from the cultural and social sciences to better investigate 

46 Early studies of sacred law and pontifical books by Rowoldt 1906; Rohde 1936. Rather 
recent and rather critical are Rüpke 2003; Scheid 2006.

47 On the problematic concept of ‘oriental’ religion, see Witschel 2012.
48 Scheid 2015; Sourvinou-Inwood 2000a, b. The ground-breaking approaches on that idea 

were Wissowa 1912 and Dumézil 1966. Critical voices against these concepts have been raised 
by Rüpke 2011; Kindt 2009; Bendlin 2000; Woolf 1997.

49 See Ando, Rüpke 2015, 1–4.
50 Zenger 2008, 367.
51 Kindt 2012; Rüpke 2011; Scheer 2001.
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religious practices in terms of embodiment, performance, emotions and agency52 – 
recently even female agency.53 Approaches to emotions and experiences, however, 
have to face the difficulty that even today some scholars analyse prayers within 
their own experience of God.54 The study of sanctuaries more and more con-
siders these spaces as vivid places of religious innovation and change rather than 
rigorous mechanical execution.55 All these studies debate ancient religions as lived 
rather than merely executed. This is not to say that they do not acknowledge the 
importance of authoritative literature and rituals scripts, yet they do not subject 
religious practice and belief to this narrow framework of formalised and author-
itatively prescribed religion. They rather consider these scripts and writings as 
expressions and products of an ongoing religious discourse that causes change 
rather than stagnation, that involves innovation rather than tradition only. While 
spaces, and especially sanctuary spaces, have become increasingly important 
factors in these approaches to religion,56 the factor of spatiality has not. And 
certainly not the urban factor in spatiality. Not least, the study of prayer was only 
marginally affected by these new approaches.

2. Urban theoretical framework

Taking its lead from the spatial turn in scholarship, this volume is methodologically 
an attempt to include these factors into the study of prayers of ancient religions. 
A comprehensive theoretical approach to this end is outlined by Jörg Rüpke 
and Emiliano Urciuoli in the first chapter of this volume. While Rüpke and 
Urciuoli unveil the co-production of religious practice and urban space in its 

52 E. g. Patzelt 2018a; Koll 2007; Deremitz 1994. For cognitive approaches to ancient prayers 
see Chalupa 2010; 2014. In a ground-breaking study, Hendrik Versnel (1981) once undertook 
the task to identify a prayer mentality of ‘the common man.’ Other approaches, such as that 
of Simon Pulleyn (Pulleyn 1997, 156–195), aimed at the prayer’s Sitz im Leben. One of the 
first coherent attempts to uncover emotionality and emotions in prayer has been undertaken 
by Heiler 1923. On Greek prayer, see Scheer 2001, 56. On Greek religion and emotions see 
Chaniotis 2013. As for Roman prayers the idea of emotionality has been widely rejected (Scheid 
2015, 113–124). Recent approaches, however, sought to prove the opposite (Bendlin 2006; 
Patzelt 2018a). On emotions in ancient Jewish prayers, see Reif, Egger-Wenzel 2015. For the 
ancient Near East see Stein 2019. More philosophical approaches highlight the contemplative 
effects on prayer (recently Pachoumi, Edwards 2018; Timotin 2017).

53 Karanika 2017.
54 Werline 2006, XVI; Harkins 2015, 300 f. The exception seems to be found in the study of 

Roman prayers. Georg Wissowa (1912) elaborated the juridical-laden concept of ‘state religion’ 
in order to oppose such approaches, in those days most famously expressed by Friedrich 
Schleiermacher. Yet recent approaches to emotions and experiences in Greco-Roman religions 
and their prayer sufficiently escaped from these traps (Panagiotidou 2017; Czachesz 2015).

55 Szabó 2018.
56 Schmidt-Hofner, Ambos, Eich 2016; Paliou, Lieberwirth, Polla 2014; Wiemer 2014; 

Laurence, Newsome 2011.
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complexity, further contributions by Ute Hüsken and Yair Lipshitz strengthen 
and complement Rüpke’s and Urciuoli’s outline in further cornerstones of this 
volume. These cornerstones involve the imaginary or idealised city space as 
well as a notion of prayer as performance, which is more fluid than hieratic 
and, as Lipshiz says quoting Diana Taylor, “generates, records and transmits 
‘knowledge’”57 rather than unilaterally depending on such knowledge. Based 
on these theoretical considerations, indeed theoretical cornerstones, this volume 
aims to replace the hitherto customary focus on the forms and semantics of 
prayers with a more valid model which understands prayers as performances 
that are embedded and embodied in urban space as well as its imaginations of 
space. The idea, and therefore the vision, of this volume and its contributors, 
as exhaustively expressed in Rüpke’s and Urciuoli’s contribution, may be sum-
marised as follows:

2.1 The intrinsic logic of the city: the mutuality of urban space and prayer

Taking into account Lefebvre’s influential spatial conceptualisation,58 people 
not only have the opportunity to use a given architectural space and thus to 
reproduce past dependencies of pre-structured space (l’espace perçu). Humans 
have the potential to question those readings of spaces and to give them a new 
meaning (l’espace vécu, cf. thirdspace).59 Spaces, in this point of view, are neither 
natural nor architectural. They are sites of production of spatial practices and 
spatial imagination. Spaces in this view are entirely embodied. Space and human 
body (and mind) form a mutually dependent and interacting dialectic.

This co-production of space and human practice and belief is particularly 
meaningful for the context of urban spaces and contains further explosiveness, 
for it implies a co-production, indeed co-dependence of urban space and the 
religious practices it entails. Even though every space and place in the connected 
network which we refer to as a city cultivates its own practices and perceptions, 
the network in its entirety has a significant impact on all these single spaces and 
places. The multitude of spaces, not least due to the topographical density of 
cities, overlap in such a way that they cause “coherent stocks of knowledge and 
forms of expression.”60 This is to say, the interlacing spaces of a city cultivate a 
city-specific reference system. This reference system largely informs the urban 
dweller’s practices and beliefs – his or her habitus and doxa in the words of pre-
vailing praxeologist approaches. Therefore, a research group around Martina 
Löw coined the idea of cities having their own habitus and doxa that inform the 

57 Taylor 2003, 21.
58 Lefebvre 1974.
59 Soja 1996.
60 Löw 2012a, 310. Cf. Löw 2011b.
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habitus and doxa of the urban dwellers and vice versa.61 This is what they refer 
to as an intrinsic logic of the city.62

Yair Lipshitz’ contribution, “Urban space and the praying body: Ancient 
legacies and performative reactivations in contemporary Jerusalem,” specifies, 
on a theoretical level, this intrinsic logic with regard to prayer, when he explores 
how contemporary performance art can serve as a conduit for knowledge and 
inquiry regarding ancient traditions of prayer and the city. Through the analysis 
of two performance pieces that were recently shown in Jerusalem and that 
reactivate traditions of Jewish prayer in the cityscape, the paper traces the echo of 
rabbinic legacies from late antiquity regarding the praying body and its relation 
to space. The notions of a fixed space that functions as a site for prayer and fluid 
space that is conjured through bodily gestures highlight the countless dynamics 
through which the praying body charts and disrupts the borderlines between the 
sacred and the secular in the topography of the city. As Lipshitz points out, the 
body’s relation to the spatial environment in which acts of prayer are performed 
impacts the interplay between prescription and performance.

In this view, cities are no mere containers of forms of prayer and the respective 
religious knowledge. They have to be presumed to be catalysts that give rise 
to forms of prayer. They become places of diversity and innovation, as social 
geography and sociology frequently point out.63 Catherine Hezser’s approach to 
the “Caesarea Maritima, Greek prayer, and rabbinic Judaism” proves this point. 
Coming from the observation that Caesarea Maritima served as a ‘bridge and 
meeting point’ between Jews in Palestine and the Diaspora, Hezser examines 
the changing rabbinic attitudes toward prayer and Bible reading in Greek. She 
points out that late antique Caesarean rabbis were responsive to “Diasporic” 
conditions within the urban centres of Roman-Byzantine Palestine, as they were 
willing to make certain concessions to the often wealthy, Greek-speaking Jews 
who lived in the city, catering to the “Diaspora within” Roman Palestine. These 
strategical decisions had long-lasting influences on the performance of prayer in 
these urban centres.

Taking this lead on diversity and innovation in interconnected spaces, Gerard 
Rouwhorst’s study on the “Formation of a Christian liturgical prayer tradition” 
examines the complex forms of mutual interaction between Christian com-
munities and their urban environment. Rouwhorst draws a picture of new prayer 
forms being developed in the urban basilicas that may be considered as the cen-
tres of transformation-oriented ecclesial strategies. Being shaped and formed by 
the urban environment and its dense spatial arrangements, architectonically and 
socially speaking, these forms merged with other forms of prayers. The praying 

61 Apart from herself e. g. Berking 2008.
62 Lee 1997.
63 Held 2005; Matthiesen 2008; Berking 2008.
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