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Verbal Prayer and Performative Prayer

Masakazu TANATSUGU

This paper has two objectives. The first is to elucidate what the property of prayer
is by focusing our consideration on verbal prayer and performative prayer, and the
second is to suggest that we should remold the concept of prayer into a more dynamic
and flexibile one, pointing towards the dimension of the universality of human beings.

First, we will attempt to make clear the verbal character contained in the concept
of prayer by referring to Friedrich Heiler's Das Gebet (Prayer), where he surveyed
various prayers in prophets and mystics in the Western and the Eastern religious
traditions. Heiler’s definition of prayer as the living communion of man with God is
widely received as valid. In checking the leading ideas and the fundamental stance in
Heiler’s study of prayer, we will be able to foresee some other aspects in prayer that
Heiler often ignored. For instance, Sam Gill approached prayer in terms of perfor-
mance or speech-act. His criticism of Heiler’s view can be accepted insofar as he put
stress upon the performative aspect of prayer by researching American Indians’
rituals, though Sam Gill’s view can not be always affirmed in other respects.

Second, through the reflection mentioned above, we will find it necessary to
reconsider the concept of prayer. The concept of prayer that we are trying to remold
will become a more comprehensive and profound one, that may include not only Heiler’s
understanding which emphasizes verbal prayer, but also Sam Gill’s position which
highlights performative prayer. The new horizon into which our understanding of
prayer is to be open will be, according to our prospect, related to the perspective of the
universality of human beings. Thus, our investigation of various prayers will be a
search for the universal dimension that both comprehends and transcends a great
variety of particular manifestations of human spirituality.
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