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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prayer as introspective contemplation or impersonal assertion,
It is & praver of personal address that most often conveys a
sense of divine transcendence.

Sccond, prayers in this form wsually give significant atten-
tion to divine atrbutes and mediation. A lot of time in the
prayer is spenl simplv getting it started and ended, naming
Giod (parts a and b) and naming the mediation (part &) on
which the prayer depends. People who replace a typical five-
fiinute extemporancous praver with a set of five or =0 collects
often remark on the expericnce of spending that much time in
prayer thinking about God rather than about their own necds,

know of God's will revealed in Jesus Christ.,” Or as Seotl
Bader-Saye has argued more recently: “Reeping providence
figuratively grounded in Scripture and practically grounded in
the Hurgy can help constrain our distorted appeals to divine
Favor,” Petition is always grounded in praise. Prayers for God's
future work begin with a look back to the past,

r pravers based on specific biblical texts and events, this
puttern of interconncotions also fosters a theovenirie
hermencutic which resists any supersessionism. That s,

the pattern draws our attcation w0 what God s doing in the

The concluding stniemeni of nacdssim,
“through Jesus Christ cur Lord™ {or its longer
trinitarian version “through Jesws Christ our
Lord, who lves and reigns with you and the
Holy Spinil, one God, now and forever™), i
particularly significani as a source of trinitar-
ian piety and lofmation. This statement offers
explicit acknowlhedgment of a trinitarian the-
ology of worship as a graced event, much dis-
cussed in the recont renaissance of trinitarian
theology. Jesus Christ and the Holy Spiri are
active agenls in our prayer and worship,
prompting and perfecting our prayers, and
making praver less an act of heroic self-conlfi-
dence and more an act of gracious paricpa-
tion in Ciod's own action.
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activity, The form 15 an outworking of the
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0V God . g vomn have done hefore™

in conteast, some oher prayer forms—
ineluding those shaped by the formula of the
acronym  ACTS  (adoration, conlession,
thanksgiving, supplication), so0 popular in
some traditions—may serve o balance ele-
ments of prayer, but not necessarily ina way
that helps os think aboat the flow or conec
ticks 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
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wish, but should be controlled by what we
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text with the assumption that what God has done in s partsca-
Inr scriptural accouni, God may well do again, The pattern
resisls setfing up a wall between God's actions with Israel amil
Ciod’s actions in Jesus, betwesn God's actions in the Bible and
Giod's actions today

For this reazon, preparing a collect around a preaching
text is one of the most clanfying actions a preacher can
pmake. That simple action interprets the text with an awarc-
ness of God's setivity in both past and present and in the
context of an eschatological trajectory. The sermon text of
the week may actually help fll in some parts of the prayer:

Sabbatical: Slowing down, to fall in love again,
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I prastoral care settmgs, the context may generafe a petition
that sends the pray-eron a search for other parts of the priyer
“Almighty and loving God, your son Jesas Christ promised to
pive rest (o the weary. In the face of this anxious stLialian, we
uuw claim your promisc, lenging for o deep
peace that only you can give, & peace thal will
set uy fres (o minister fo those in oQr care.
Threwigh Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.”

Fourth, the form generates a kind of
eschatological momentum 0 prayer, grving
attention to ultimate results or ouleomes. We
are forced 1o say preciscly why we want so-
anidgo to be cured from disease, or whal the
ultimate purpase of our church building
campaign really is. We find ourselves sdding
clauscs like 30 that they may build youor
kingdom® or “so that we may truly be a
hlessing 1o those with whom we work.” The
prayer doesn’t fecl complete antil the "so
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that™ iz filled in —a beautiful remedy Lo prayers that otherwise
end up being a bit self-serving,

In sum, preparing collects challenges us w draw on nearly
the whole range of theological themes and motifs:

¢ The doctrine of God or theology proper prepares os for
the address.

s The doctrines of revelation, incarnation and atonemeni
help us resist the tendency to pame divine attributes and
actions in fulsome and imbalanced ways

» The doctrne of sanctification helps ws make sure that our
petitions are far-reaching enolgh,

* The doctrine of eschulolugy lclps
s clarify our ultimaie aspirations,

» The doctrine of the Trinmty helps us
end the prayer with a vivid awareness of
the activity of Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit that make prayer possible,

We could express this same wisdom
m !'\-rll‘l\.'l."'l'h [orm: ~Wise 5 the AT -
thon who pravs with a vivid awareness of
divine splendor amd of the trinilarian
dvnamics of prayer. Wise is the congre-
pation who perosives past and potental
future divine action o be of a single,
umited whole, Wise s the congregation
whose praver is filled with exphicit long-
fng for the coming kingdom of God.”
Such is the quiel patristic wisdom
ermbodied in these pravers

The collect form is certamly not the
oty exemplary prayer fomm. It may also
have some weak spots 1 can become
arguably u bit tow neat and tidy, And it
el 1_1n||.'|||j:-:|.|'.' b slongen il it were a
kit fonger. For example, prawsing God by
naming bolh an anrbie and action of
Giod would avoid the mistaken dualism
that sometimee crecps inlo Christinn
picty and prayer when diving actions
and antributes are separsted. Stll, these
pravers embiocky wisdloam that, apar from
their regular wse, few Christian commu-
mities arrive ab on their own,

oy mighi CONLCMPOrary
Christians learn from and embody this
wisdom? The answer will vary among
Christian traditions. Churches i -
gical traditions that regularly use col-
lects can hegin by simply bBocoming
aware of the particular wisdom they
practice, The value of these patterns is
not limited to the fact that they happen
10 be anciend

Churches that don't typically wse
collects can benelnt from thoughtiul
L::-;|1|.‘:1';:||-\,:|1|.'||i|:-|| willy Uscen. Wills now
awareness of their theological and pas-

or call Boo-2

toral value, preachers in these churches might practice the
dizscipling of preparing an apt collect to fellow each sermon.
and wvouth leaders and church edwcators might generate
innovative ways to teach this form to children and youth
‘Worship leaders in places thal rosist sel or willen pravers ol
all kinds might consider using this form as 2 basis lor jaze-
like improvisalion,

In & workd tesi questions the very possibility of divine
action and stifles mach @ik of God's foture, these ancienl
prayers offer rich pastoral wisdom for all who have ears 1o
hizar. (0]
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