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The Origin and Diffusion of the  
Common Table Prayer “Come, Lord Jesus”

by James R. Eggert

For centuries, the Common Table Prayer “Come, Lord Jesus” has 
been prayed in countless Lutheran and many other Christian 

homes in Germany, the United States, Australia, and elsewhere. It 
invites Jesus to join us as a guest at the table so that he might bless 
the food that he himself has provided. Typical statements of the 
prayer in German and English are:

Komm, Herr Jesu; sei unser Gast; und segne, was du uns bescheret hast.

Come, Lord Jesus, be our Guest; and let Thy gifts to us be blessed.

Or, in the Moravian translation:

Come, Lord Jesus, our Guest to be; And bless these gifts bestowed by Thee.

Several versions exist with minor variations in wording. Sometimes 
the prayer is extended by a second rhyme pair, but the short versions 
are most common.

The Common Table Prayer evokes the biblical passages of the 
wedding feast at Cana, feeding the five thousand, Martha and Mary, 
Jesus and Zacchaeus, the parable of the sheep and the goats, the Last 
Supper, the supper at Emmaus, Jesus standing at the door, and the 
Maranatha, the cry for Jesus to come again in glory. All these are 
succinctly suggested in one prayer. The obvious appeal of the prayer 
rests in its familiar devotion to Jesus, in the piety of inviting him to 
our table, in its rhyme, and in its brevity. These characteristics help 
maintain proper spiritual focus at a Christian meal set before a busy 
family. That it can be learned even by young children has helped 
the Common Table Prayer span generations and remain in daily use 
for centuries.

But where does the Common Table Prayer come from? Before 
about 1700, among Lutherans the term Tischgebet (table prayer) typically 
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referred to the prayers recommended by Martin Luther in his Small 
Catechism: the Benedicite (particularly the Aller Augen1) before a 
meal and the Gratias after a meal.2 Although Luther has sometimes 
been suggested as the author of the Common Table Prayer also, this 
appears doubtful,3 as it is not found in his extant writings. Since the 
late eighteenth century, a vague Reformation-era origin has at times 
been proposed, but with no identified author or source.4 The prayer 
has often been incorporated into Lutheran catechetical materials 
since the 1850s,5 but usually without attribution. The purpose of this 
paper is to shed light on the origin and diffusion of the Common 
Table Prayer by determining its early publication history and iden-
tifying possible precursors.

Attribution to Zinzendorf

For decades, the Common Table Prayer has been considered by 
many to be part of the poetic and theological output of the German 
radical Pietist Nicolaus Ludwig Graf von Zinzendorf (1700–1760), 
founder (in 1727) and bishop of the Herrnhuter Brüdergemeine, 
the renewed Moravian Church or Unitas Fratrum, and author of 
numerous hymns.6 Although it is reinforced by the piety evident 
in the prayer, which arguably reflects Zinzendorf ’s deep devotion 
to Jesus, this identification is solely based on the appearance of the 
prayer in his hymnal Etwas vom Liede Mosis, published in London 
in 1753. The prayer appears without attribution of authorship or 
source in the first section of evangelical songs of the seventeenth 
century, devoted to the period before Pietism, as song 725 entitled 
Tisch-Gebetgen (little table prayer).7 Zinzendorf ’s assignment of the 
prayer to this section of songs written before his birth should pre-
clude any claim of  his authorship. This fact, however, apparently did 
not satisfy some later researchers.

In 1889, Emil Krause (1840–1916) declared the 1753 London 
hymnal to be the earliest publication of the Common Table Prayer 
then known in hymnological circles.8 But authorship of the prayer 
was not identified by him and has not been clarified in Mora-
vian standard works since then. The Moravian Church’s 1980 sup-
plement to the 1753 London hymnal cites the Gebetgen as “Verf. 
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unbek.” (author unknown).9 The 1995 Moravian Book of Worship10 
and its 2004 Companion11 by Albert H. Frank give the origin of the 
text of hymn 826, “Come, Lord Jesus, our Guest to be” as “tradi-
tional” and trace its origin, but not authorship, to a 1669 aria text 
by Johann Rudolph Ahle.12 These Moravian works do not list an 
author of the prayer.

The first explicit assertion of  Zinzendorf authorship of the Com-
mon Table Prayer was in 1928 by Cajus Fabricius (1884–1950), then 
assistant professor of theology in Berlin, in Die Brüdergemeine,13 later 
included as volume 10 of his monumental Corpus Confessionum.14 
Fabricius also discussed the prayer in 1929 in his Urbekenntnisse der 
Christenheit.15 Some later scholars have relied on Fabricius’ attribu-
tion of the prayer to Zinzendorf.16 Fabricius’ claim of Zinzendorf 
authorship came to the United States by 1936, reportedly via the 
Abendschule magazine.17  That story echoed the account that Zinzen-
dorf derived the prayer from Ahle’s aria.

Fabricius based his claim of Zinzendorf authorship on the Hym-
nologisches Handbuch zum Gesangbuch der Brüdergemeine,18 a 1916 com-
prehensive review of the hymnbooks of the Brüdergemeine by their 
theologian, archivist, and historian Joseph Theodor Müller (1854–
1946). As described in his introduction,19 Müller’s approach was to 
trace hymns from the current (in 1916) Brüdergemeine hymnal back 
through their historical hymnals, including notes from other sources 
mostly when found in standard hymnological works. Müller doc-
umented that, within Moravian hymnals, the prayer made its first 
appearance in the 1753 London hymnal and that it was similar to the 
aria by Ahle. Müller did not assert that Zinzendorf wrote the prayer 
nor even that Zinzendorf was the first to publish the prayer, only 
that its first publication in Moravian hymnals was in 1753. Fabricius 
erred when he assigned authorship to Zinzendorf, because such an 
assignment is not supported by his source. A conclusion of Zinzen-
dorf authorship simply cannot be made from the 1753 London 
hymnal alone or from Müller’s handbook.

Zinzendorf authorship could be demonstrated by finding the 
Common Table Prayer in his poetic or other published works. Yet 
a diligent search of his 1725 publication of Christian teachings,20 
his 1727 song and prayer book,21 the 1728 edition of his collection 
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of verses and sayings,22 his 1731 collection of religious songs,23 his 
1735 collection of poetry24 (with the earliest poem dated 1713), and 
Albert Knapp’s 1845 compendium of the spiritual poems of Zinzen-
dorf  25 shows that the prayer is not there.26 The Common Table 
Prayer seems to occur in Zinzendorf ’s publications only in the 1753 
London hymnal.

Zinzendorf wrote on the topic of table prayer at least three times. 
He did so, however, in a manner decrying the rote recitation of prayers 
without proper devotion. In his 1740 work Jeremias: Ein Prediger der 
Gerechtigkeit, for example, Zinzendorf criticized legalistic sermons by 
likening their ineffectiveness to that of recited table prayer:

Far too long and far too often, sermons on the Law can contribute greatly 
to the fact that people become so inured to the thing, like the parrot to his 
same old call, and children to their table prayer. In the end it is as if they 
derive no meaning anymore from the words and as if they hear nothing but 
a mere sound.27

His direct reference to children’s table prayer likely points to the 
Common Table Prayer since, as will be shown below, Zinzendorf 
almost certainly knew it as a children’s prayer well before 1740. From 
this and his other objections to rote recitation of table prayer,28 
which are very much in line with his emphasis on the importance of 
heart-felt prayer, it is clear that Zinzendorf was consistently and pas-
sionately opposed to what the Common Table Prayer can become, 
a rote prayer recited without thought.29 Of course, these objections 
render problematic his inclusion of the prayer in his 1753 London 
hymnal, but even more so any idea that Zinzendorf wrote the prayer, 
repeatedly argued against it, and then embraced it anyway.

Further undermining attribution to Zinzendorf, Joseph Herl in 
the 2019 Lutheran Service Book: Companion to the Hymns30 adduced 
an earlier, partial source, the 1735 volume of the Universal Lexicon31 
by Johann Heinrich Zedler (1706–1751). It turns out that Zedler 
directly copied from the 1719 Ausführliches Heiligen-Lexicon32 by 
Johann Jacob Schmauß (1690–1757). Although these references show 
that the 1753 London hymnal was not the original source of the 
Common Table Prayer, they implicitly leave a Zinzendorf author-
ship chronologically still possible, though barely so.
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Thus, because of the apparent misinterpretation of earlier schol-
arship, the 1753 London hymnal’s placement of the prayer with-
out a listed author in its section of seventeenth-century works, the 
absence of the prayer in Zinzendorf ’s published poetic or other reli-
gious works, Zinzendorf ’s consistent criticism of rote recitation of 
table prayers, and the existence of earlier, partial sources, Zinzendorf 
authorship of the Common Table Prayer appears very doubtful. Its 
origin must be sought elsewhere.

The Ahle Aria as Precursor

The Common Table Prayer did not arise or exist in a vacuum. 
Other works have used the same words and ideas as the Common 
Table Prayer. These related works may be precursors or adaptations 
of the prayer, but are usually more elaborate than the prayer itself. 
They may be discovered by performing full-text searches in multi-
ple databases using inclusive criteria and then reading the necessarily 
large number of resulting candidate texts. For uniform identification 
of a candidate text as a work related to the Common Table Prayer, 
the following criteria were defined: A related work must be a prayer 
and have some of the key words from the Common Table Prayer. It 
should address Jesus, be an invitation, involve a meal, invoke Jesus’ 
blessings, and regard the meal as a gift from God. Excluded from 
consideration here are passages that are an Advent or Christmas devo-
tion, a Holy Communion prayer, a Maranatha prayer, a plea for Jesus 
to come as a doctor to cure our ills, or a call for Jesus to be in our 
hearts without referencing, even indirectly, a meal.

Only six works published before 1700 were found to possess these 
characteristics. More may well be discovered in a more extensive 
search, but it is apparent that such works are not common. Related 
works after 1700 are not treated in detail here because they are likely 
adaptations of the prayer rather than precursors, as will be demon-
strated subsequently.33

The work showing the greatest textual similarity to the Common 
Table Prayer is the 1669 aria by Johann Rudolph Ahle (1625–1673), 
the same aria invoked in the claim of Zinzendorf authorship. Ahle 
was the organist and penultimate predecessor of Johann Sebastian 
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Bach at the Divi Blasii church in Mühlhausen in Thüringen. The 
aria’s text, which Ahle himself wrote, is an anteprandial prayer that 
reads in selection:

Komm/ JEsu Christ! sey unser Gast/ | Weil du doch dieses alles hast |
Durch deine Hand bescheret: | (. . . nähret) . . . 
Drum segne du/ HErr JEsu Christ! | Was uns itzt fürgesetzet ist/ . . .34

Come, Jesus Christ! Be our guest, as You have provided all this by Your hand: . . . 
Then bless, Lord Jesus Christ! what is now set before us . . . 

The aria’s similarity to the Common Table Prayer was noted by 
Krause in 1889,35 Müller in 1916,36 Fabricius in 1928,37 Frieder Schulz 
in 1992/93,38 and Frank in 2004.39 But Schulz identified a problem 
with the idea that Ahle’s aria served as inspiration to Zinzendorf: 
The aria was temporally distant and relatively hidden from Zinzen-
dorf. If the aria was unavailable to Zinzendorf, he could not have 
used it to write the prayer.

This problem could be resolved by the observation that Ahle’s 
text became available to a wider audience when it was included 
in the Wagner Gesangbuch40 of 1697. This eight-volume hymnal was 
extremely influential, in Leipzig at least, being the source of some 
of the hymn texts in Johann Sebastian Bach’s œuvre.41 But this res-
olution is also problematic, for Zinzendorf does not cite the Wagner 
Gesangbuch in the long list of references in his hymnal. How the Ahle 
aria could have participated in a purported Zinzendorf authorship 
of the prayer thus remains unclear.

Ahle’s original melody, transcribed in part in Fischer-Tümpel,42 
was replaced in the Wagner Gesangbuch by the melody “Kommt her 
zu mir, spricht Gottes Sohn.” This older and catchier melody was 
published in Augsburg in 1530 with text by the Anabaptist Georg 
Grünwald (c.1490–1530).43 Strikingly, in addition to the simple pun 
“Kommt her” instead of  “Komm, Herr,” the sense of Grünwald’s 
text is the near opposite of that of Ahle’s. In Grünwald,  Jesus invites 
sinners to come to him so he can make us whole; we are called to 
obey his Word. In Ahle, it is we who invite Jesus to our table so he 
can bless what he has given us; we are called to thankfulness. This 
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contrasting sense is the result of a profound pairing of Ahle’s text 
and the older tune, a pairing that has survived in hymnals of the 
nineteenth century.44

Another question about the relationship between Ahle’s aria and 
the prayer must be posed: Rather than an inspiration for the prayer, 
was perhaps the aria a poetic adaptation of a pre-existing Common 
Table Prayer? A hint to an answer might be found in the fact that 
the two songs in the Wagner Gesangbuch immediately preceding the 
Ahle aria are poetic adaptations of the Lord’s Prayer and the Aller 
Augen, both recommended as before-meal prayers by Luther. This 
could indicate that in 1697 the Ahle aria too was considered to be 
a poetic adaptation of an earlier, more basic prayer, which may be 
just the Common Table Prayer. This would require, however, that 
Ahle cut the two-line prayer into two pieces for use in two disjoint 
stanzas of his aria, an odd dissection that did not occur in any of the 
related works known from the eighteenth century. The next section 
of this paper will instead lead to the opposite conclusion: that Ahle’s 
aria was indeed the inspiration for the Common Table Prayer.

Five early and more textually distant Lutheran precursors were 
also found in this effort.45 These include prayers from a 1639 
devotional and prayer book46 by Josua Wegelin (1604–1640) and 
from a 1659 church and school order47 by his older brother Georg 
Wegelin (1603–1669); the poem “Trauungs-Lied”48 by Sigmund 
von Birken (“Floridan,” 1626–1681) dating from 1651; its partly 
derivative wedding song49 written in 1677 by Magnus Daniel 
Omeis (“Norischer Damon,” 1646–1708);50 and the song “Von 
der Hochzeit zu Cana,” written about 1677 and published in 
1690 with text by Johann Samuel Kriegsmann (1635–1678). These 
prayers, poem, hymn, and song all meet the criteria listed above 
and all, except Kriegsmann, predate Ahle’s aria. Kriegsmann is, 
next to Ahle, the closest textual match to the Common Table 
Prayer. These texts show that the original inspiration for Ahle or 
for the prayer itself may have been the Emmaus story or the Cana 
wedding feast. Together the texts imply that, before the Common 
Table Prayer appeared in print, its concepts and terminology were 
already active in the Lutheran tradition.
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The Origin of the Common Table Prayer

To shed light on the origin of the Common Table Prayer, an 
intensive survey was undertaken to find the prayer in published 
books or durable objects before 1800. This survey shows that, in 
direct contradiction of a purported Zinzendorf authorship in 1753, 
the Common Table Prayer was in fact published, in whole, in part, 
or by apparent reference, at least twenty times before 1753, at least 
four times in 1753,51 and in every decade of the eighteenth century.

The earliest publication of the Common Table Prayer found in 
this survey was by Johann Conrad Quensen in his textbook Neues 
und Nützliches SchulBuch Vor Die Jugend Biß ins zehente oder zwölffte 
Jahr,52 written in Leipzig with a preface dated March 23, 1698 (see 
Figure 1). This shows that Zinzendorf ’s assignment of the prayer to 
the seventeenth century is correct. As this textbook predates his birth, 
it also proves that a Zinzendorf authorship of the prayer is impossible.

Available biographical information on Johann Conrad Quensen 
is sparse, deriving from his university matriculation, his publications, 
and his later administrative work. Quensen was from Hildesheim, 
although whether this means the city itself or the prince-bishopric 
is unknown.53 As the preface to his SchulBuch was written by Johann 
Christoph Losius (1659–1733), director of the Gymnasium Andrea-
num in Hildesheim, Quensen was likely an Andreanum graduate. 
When he matriculated at the Universität Leipzig in the summer 
semester of 1690, the normal enrollment fee was waived, implying 
either association with a university professor or official or, more 
likely, poverty.54 Quensen authored several elegies and a birthday 
ode published in Leipzig; in those up to 1698 and in his SchulBuch 
he is called a S.S. Theolog. Cult[or], a scholar of theology, an honorific 
often used by university students or scholars without an academic 

fig. 1. Earliest known publication of the Common Table Prayer, in 
Johann Conrad Quensen’s SchulBuch, March 1698.
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degree.55 The front matter of  his SchulBuch indicates that in 1698 he 
was friends with Immanuel Horn (1652–1714), at the time vesper 
preacher at the Thomaskirche in Leipzig, and with Christian Kühn 
(1672–1719), then also a theology Cultor. In an elegy written in 1699, 
Quensen omitted all academic designation, perhaps indicating he 
had by then withdrawn from the university or from teaching.56 He 
apparently did not obtain a degree. In 1701 he was reportedly pre-
paring a theological vademecum for publication.57 Quensen is likely 
the author of the same name of several books on rapid calculation58 
1701 to 1721 and of a primer and a book on Christian morals in 
1726, of which apparently no copies survive.59 He also appears to be 
the same Johann Conrad Quensen who was manorial administrator 
(Amtmann) for at least ten years starting Easter 1711, for Philipp 
Adam zu Eltz (1665–1727) at the Gut Walbeck60 in the Saxon part 
of Grafschaft Mansfeld. A signature of Amtmann Quensen is shown 
in Figure 2. Quensen’s fate after 1726 is presently unknown.

Quensen’s SchulBuch, printed in Hannover and Wolfenbüttel, 
combined curricula in reading, religion, Latin, and deportment 
intended to satisfy most educational needs of schoolchildren up to 
the tenth or twelfth year of age. It achieved international distri-
bution61 and was recommended in a Nuremberg school order of 
the same year and possibly also in Parchim.62 It was referenced in 
Helmstedt in 1726 by the Lutheran theologian Johann Fabricius 
(1644–1729).63 Its distribution and influence made the SchulBuch 
an effective vehicle for rapid and wide popularization of the prayer.

fig. 2. Signature of H[err Johann Conrad] Quensen, Amtmann in 
Walbeck, August 7, 1719.
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But did Quensen write the Common Table Prayer? His other 
occasional poetry certainly demonstrates poetic skill sufficient to 
the task. Although Quensen does not cite himself as author of the 
prayer, neither does he, except for scriptural and catechismal pas-
sages, credit authorship for any of his material. Multiple writers 
of the prefatory material in the SchulBuch, though, repeatedly call 
Quensen its author (Autor and Schreiber); none suggests another con-
tributor or characterizes the SchulBuch as a mere compendium.64 
Indeed, although Johann Heinrich Löder (c.1665–1728) describes 
the writing style of the SchulBuch as poor and inerudite (schlecht und 
ungelahrt), he points out that it was purposely written this way for 
schoolchildren (daß diese Schreibens-Art zwar schlecht, doch mit Bedacht 
für Kinder sey geschrieben), a remark that would be inapt if Quensen 
were not a writer of his work. Quensen is a purposeful author in his 
own right and not a mere compiler.

Most of the table prayers listed by Quensen were certainly not 
written by him, however, so the appearance of the prayer in his book, 
by itself, would be insufficient to assign authorship. But multiple con-
nections from the Wagner Gesangbuch with the Ahle aria to Quensen’s 
SchulBuch will enable such an assignment, at least provisionally.

The Wagner Gesangbuch and Quensen’s SchulBuch are closely asso-
ciated. Both were written in Leipzig, the SchulBuch less than nine 
months after the Gesangbuch appeared.65 The two works also enjoy 
multiple personal connections. Both contain dedications by Johann 
Günther (1660–1714), then deacon at the Nikolaikirche in Leipzig. 
More importantly, Quensen’s apparent mentor, the elderly Leipzig 
professor and superintendent Georg Lehmann (1616–1699), also 
wrote dedications for both works.66 The apparent absence of the 
prayer in the decades before 1698, its appearance in the SchulBuch 
promptly after the Wagner Gesangbuch, and the multiple personal 
connections between the two works indicate the likelihood of a 
causal relation. They invite the interpretation that Quensen found 
Ahle’s text among the before-meal songs in the newly-available 
Gesangbuch and used it to write the before-meal prayer for his Schul-
Buch. If the Wagner Gesangbuch was the road by which Ahle’s aria 
became the Common Table Prayer, then the SchulBuch was the vehi-
cle and Quensen its driver.
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The proposed attribution of the prayer to Quensen should be 
accompanied by the caveat that other possibilities exist. Quensen may 
have learned the prayer from another Leipziger who was inspired by 
Ahle’s aria in the Wagner Gesangbuch. The prayer may have existed 
before the Wagner Gesangbuch and come to Quensen’s attention by 
another route. It may even have existed before Ahle’s aria. But there 
is no evidence for any of these alternatives, and arguments against 
all of them. Indeed, the first is challenged by the prefatory material 
lauding Quensen as the purposeful author writing for children. The 
last suffers the odd dissection difficulty noted above. And the last 
two alternatives do not explain the absence of the prayer before 
Quensen’s SchulBuch and would require the Wagner-Quensen com-
pound correlation to be mere coincidence. The simplest and most 
robust explanation for the evidence is that Quensen is the author of 
the Common Table Prayer.

Diffusion of the Common Table Prayer

The diffusion of the Common Table Prayer is documented in its 
publication history after 1698. Its next known appearance is tied to 
the earliest known comment on the use of the prayer, by Christian 
Weise (1642–1708), the stalwart Lutheran67 rector of the Gymnasium 
in Zittau68 and author of numerous published works including text-
books, plays, novels, and poetry. His textbook Oratorische Fragen69 
was published in Leipzig with a preface dated August 31, 1706.70 
Its chapter concerning practical oratory includes a section on bap-
tismal sermons that is based on a passage from Luke 8, “Suffer the 
children to come unto me . . .”.  Here, Weise stresses the importance 
of  proper parenting and praises parents who know their Savior and 
practice the Common Table Prayer (see Figure 3):

Well-respected parents have always made themselves well acquainted with their 
Savior, and also in their table prayer they have not neglected the usual plea

Come Lord Jesus be our Guest,
Bless what Thou hast provided.

Although there is no evidence that Weise owned a copy of  Quen-
sen’s SchulBuch,71 it is not unreasonable to think that he may have 
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read it or seen its effects in the children being admitted to his school. 
Weise characterizes the prayer as in common use at family dining 
tables already in 1706. Practices in common use generally can take 
years to develop, and this is compatible with a first publication in 1698.

Weise also adapted the words of the Common Table Prayer in the 
fifth stanza of his poem Was die Worte heissen PANEM PROPTER 
DEUM.72 This poem was set to the melody “Wer in dem Schutz 
des Höchsten ist”73 and sung by the orphan children at the Waisen-
haus (orphan house) in Zittau74 on Sunday Vocem Jucunditatis, May 
9, 1706, about three months before his Oratorische Fragen appeared. 
Weise based the poem on the first sermon by Johannes Mathesius 
(1504–1565) concerning the history of Martin Luther,75 published 
in 1567. This sermon in turn drew on Luther’s own account76 of his 
youth in Eisenach when, as a Currendschüler, he went door to door to 
sing for his bread. Weise’s poem repeatedly uses the mendicant’s cry 
that Luther also used, “Panem Propter Deum” (Bread for God’s sake!). 
This repetition invites us to regard the prayer in light of the parable 
of the sheep and the goats in Matt. 25:35 (ESV) “For I was hungry 
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was 
a stranger and you welcomed me.” Although the Common Table 
Prayer is mentioned neither in Mathesius’ sermon nor in Luther’s 
account, with this poetic device Weise provides both scriptural sup-
port and a Lutheran historical basis for the prayer. Weise thereby 
affirms the Common Table Prayer as compatible with and part of 
the Lutheran tradition.

fig. 3. Earliest known comment on the Common Table Prayer, from 
Christian Weise’s Oratorische Fragen, August 1706.
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Another early publication, Hieronymus Freyer’s 1712 Theologisches 
Handbuch,77 also quotes the Common Table Prayer in its entirety 
(see Figure 4). Freyer (1675–1747) was a teacher at the Waisenhaus in 
Glaucha just outside Halle. The orphanage and related schools had 
been founded by Freyer’s mentor August Hermann Francke (1663–
1727) and formed a major center of the Lutheran Pietist movement. 
Although the Common Table Prayer was apparently unknown to 
Francke in 1695,78 Freyer’s handbook lists it as one of the table 
prayers in daily use by the children at the Waisenhaus in 1712. This 
handbook is also connected to the young Zinzendorf: when the 
book appeared in Halle, Zinzendorf was about twelve years old and 
attending school there. Freyer in fact became Zinzendorf ’s tutor that 

fig. 4. The Common Table Prayer, fourth in a list of before-meal prayers 
used by the students in Halle in 1712.
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same year.79 Zinzendorf thus almost certainly used the Common 
Table Prayer as a child in Halle and may have learned it there. The 
prayer had become a standard feature of the school curriculum 
within about fifteen years.

These and several other early-eighteenth-century works that 
contain or mention the Common Table Prayer are associated with 
schools, most notably with Waisenhäuser. Indeed, the prayer was in 
daily use in Dresden as early as 1711, as shown in a list of duties 
in the orphan school there.80 Their frequent association with the 
works cited here shows the important role that schools played in the 
dissemination and popularization of the prayer. From its beginning, 
the prayer was for schoolchildren.

Starting in 1719, many of the early publications of the Common 
Table Prayer quote it only in abbreviated form.81 The purpose of 
these works was clearly not to teach the prayer, but to include it as 
part of a compendium or mention it in a discussion. The quoting 
compiler assumed that the prayer was already familiar to the read-
ership. The prayer had become well known in society within about 
twenty years.

In the works found in this survey up to 1753, the manner of deliv-
ery of the prayer, spoken or prayed as opposed to sung or chanted, is 
often documented. Almost uniformly, works quoting the Common 
Table Prayer are spoken or prayed (if specified at all), while related 
works after 1700 (those likely derived from the prayer) are sung. 
Some of these related works are given melodies, others are placed 
in sections of songs, yet others are labeled as arias or songs. The 
dichotomy between the Common Table Prayer being spoken and 
its related works being sung is nearly complete, with the sole excep-
tions being the 1753 London hymnal and a related prayer written 
1712 in Nordhausen.82 Zinzendorf was the first to classify the unal-
tered prayer as a song. The Nordhausen work is the only spoken 
item found in this period to be partly an altered version of the 
prayer. Clearly, though it lent itself well to musical adaptation with 
concomitant rewording, the Common Table Prayer was written to 
be, and for fifty years remained, a spoken prayer.

The works referencing the Common Table Prayer before 1753 
were authored in various cities spanning a wide region ranging from 
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Tøndern (now Denmark) in the north83 to Diessbach (Switzerland) 
in the south84 and from Żary (now Poland) in the east85 to Leiden 
(Netherlands) in the west.86 The works include textbooks, theo-
logical works,87 catechisms,88 a local description,89 prayer books,90 
a literary review,91 and even an earthenware bowl92 (see Figure 5). 
None of these early sources, excepting the 1753 London hymnal 
alone, is a hymnal. Their Lutheran origin and non-hymnal nature 
may explain why these publications were not consulted in the 
scholarly work carried out initially by the Moravian Müller nor by 
later hymnologists. The broad distribution and wide range of types 

fig. 5. Glazed earthenware bowl by an unknown, possibly Hessian artist, 
1733.
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of these works show that the prayer had become geographically 
widespread and culturally dominant within sixty years.

No eighteenth-century work has been found that names the 
author of the Common Table Prayer. One source from 1726 does 
ascribe it to an unnamed Enthusiast, but this is neither specific nor 
dispositive.93 The same source indicates that scholarly objections 
were raised regarding the theological correctness of the prayer, most 
notably that we should invite Jesus to be spiritually present in our 
souls rather than physically present at our meal. Indeed, such objec-
tions did induce some people to avoid the Common Table Prayer.94 
But despite these concerns, the prayer was quoted by numer-
ous learned theologians and rapidly became widely dominant in 
German Lutheran culture.

The Common Table Prayer spread to other denominations nearly 
as rapidly. Of the works found in this survey, the earliest quoting 
the prayer and authored by a Reformed theologian was the 1746 
book Warnung An Die liebe Jugend95 by Samuel Lutz (1674–1750). 
The earliest Moravian work quoting the prayer was Zinzendorf ’s 
1753 London hymnal. The Moravians even translated the prayer 
into Inuit in 1785.96 The earliest Roman Catholic work quoting the 
prayer directly was the Christcatholisches Gebeth- und Lehrbüchlein,97 
published by Wenzl Ranzendorf in Prague in 1766. The prayer thus 
became an ecumenical and international prayer within ninety years.

Conclusion

This survey has shown that the publication history of the Common 
Table Prayer extends decades earlier than previously known, back 
into the late seventeenth century. Zinzendorf authorship of the 
prayer is thereby proven impossible.

The earliest publication of the Common Table Prayer found in 
this study is by Johann Conrad Quensen in a schoolbook written in 
Leipzig in 1698. Although he did not specifically claim or attribute 
authorship, Quensen probably penned the prayer. He likely based 
the prayer on the text of the 1669 aria by Johann Rudolph Ahle, 
recently reprinted in Leipzig in the 1697 Wagner Gesangbuch, with 
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whose release Quensen was indirectly associated. The Common 
Table Prayer was a spoken prayer meant for schoolchildren, and it 
was through schools that it first spread.

Five additional, more distant precursors were also identified in 
this survey. Together these related works show that the themes of 
the Common Table Prayer may derive from the Emmaus or Cana 
stories and were in active use among Lutherans before Ahle.

After appearing in Quensen’s schoolbook, the Common Table 
Prayer rapidly came into broad use throughout German-speaking 
Protestant lands. Already in 1706, Christian Weise considered the 
prayer to be in common use in Christian families, and he wrote 
a musical adaptation that anchored the prayer in a scriptural and 
historically Lutheran context. By 1712 the prayer was a regular part 
of school curricula in Halle and Dresden. Over the next decades, 
it was quoted in a variety of written works and even in folk art. It 
was adapted to music and incorporated in several hymns. By the 
mid-eighteenth century, the prayer had become so culturally domi-
nant that many writers assumed their readers would know its phrases 
and some presumed it to have been in use for hundreds of years. And 
now its likely author has been identified.

Barring future findings, the earliest known publication of the 
Common Table Prayer should be given as “Johann Conrad Quensen, 
Neues und Nützliches SchulBuch Vor Die Jugend, Hannover and Wolfen-
büttel, 1698” or similar. Its authorship should be listed as “Johann 
Conrad Quensen(?), Leipzig, 1698.” The origin of the Common Table 
Prayer is affirmed as late-seventeenth-century Lutheranism.
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