A pattern for prayer

Collective wisdom

by John D. Witvliet

THE STUDY OF ANCIENT liturgical materiils
is a potent antidote to the cultural captivity of Christianity in
this or any other culture, for liturgies embody ancient wisdom.
One of the most tobust veins of wisdom lies in the structures
and patterns of ancient prayers.

At first blush, strsctures and palicrns e 10 have more
do with order than mystery—the charism of the early church
that is so sttractive to postmodern audiences. Form seems 1o be
what systematic theology thrives on and what the emergng
church doesnt thrive on. But as with the Old Testament Psalms
and the New Testament Pauline letters, early church liturgical
texts arc improvisations on established patterns which are fuall
ul thewlogical and pastoral significance,

As one modest case study, consider what is arguably the
most recognizable of traditional liturgical prayer forms, the

The form of the collect
helps us know what
to pray for.

collect, The collect form, based on some scriptural prayers (see
Acts 4:24-30), dates back to ffth-century Roman texts. It
became a staple of Ibth-century Anglican prayers. Today vul-
bects are found in hundreds of prayerbooks for personal and
public use and are published for nearly every Christian tradi-
tion, including for evangelicals who otherwise might resist the
wse Of set prayers o worsiip.

This simple form gives us some of the most recognizable
priyers, such as this eollect for pumity:

Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known
and from you no secrets are hid: eleanse the thoughts of our
hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may
perfectly love you and worthily magnify your holy pame,
through Christ our Lord, Anen.

Here is an example of a fourth-century mealtime prayer
that follows the same [orms

Blessed are you, O Lord, who nourish me from my youth
and who give food to all flesh, fill our hearts with joy wnd
gladness, that having always what is sufficient for us, we may
use what i over for cvery good waork, in Christ Jesus our
Lord, through whom glory, hanor and worship be 1o you for
ever. Amn. (Aposiolic Crmritaions |

Many of us hear several collecl prayers every week in wor-
ship, including pravers of adoration, invocation, confession,
illumination and dedication. Yet for some people these prayers
are simply a wash of words, a part of the worship-on-auto-pilot
religious-speak that they are eager Lo set aside in favor of lan-
puape that seems more sponlaneous, inpovative and immed:-
ate. For all of us, it might be helpful to reflect on what exacily
is going on in these livde prayers so that we can more decply
appreciale and participate in therm.

Many liturgical manuals and textbooks describe the simphe
putline of a collect, which 15 composed of:

a) a statement of address to God,

b) a description of God in 1erms of a specific attribute OF
action,

) a petition for divine action,

d) & statement of result, what some sources call * the aspara:
tiomn,”" and

e) a statement of medintion, such as “through Jesus Christ

Millions of Christians have offered prayers in this form.
Some have sa inteenslized this form that when they pray
extemporancously they end up improvising a collect. While
this form is frequently used and described, little attention has
been given Lo what it means, what it highlights and what st
oldeures

onsider some of the quict wisdom embodied in this
bhusic structure, First, pravers in this form address God
in personal terms, reflecting what theologians

Emmanuel Levinas, Ninian Smart and Graham Ward would
call the “vocative dimension of worship”™ This is not & form ol
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thoeks herween the lements

The logicel correlative of this linkape s
that zome infercessions simply den’t it
Those who pray collects ere not lhikely to proy
for Giend 1o o something for which no prece-
dent can be found. In the words of Swiss litur-
gical theologian L 1 von Allmen, “Christian
PrEyers mmissd L EXPIEES any wlalemmend cr
wish, but should be controlled by what we
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