
The Collect
An extract from Lay Presiding: The Art of Leading Prayer by Kathleen Hughes. 
(American Essays in Liturgy, Pastoral Press, Washington DC, 1988.)

The most ubiquitous, and thus most useful, pattern of 
prayer is the ‘collect-style’ prayer. It is a pattern which 
appears regularly in the celebration of Mass and the sac-
raments and has also come to be called a “presidential 
prayer.” The name “collect” comes from the Latin collecta, 
which indicates its function, that is, to gather up, collect, 
and draw to a close the individual prayers of the assembly. 
This title and subsequent function suggest that a collect 
will be successful to the extent that individuals are actually 
allowed the time to pray before their prayers are collected. 
The words “Let us pray” which often precede a collect, are 
an invitation to the community. They need to be followed 
by the silence and the time to do just that. 

The collect traditionally has four basic parts which can be 
coded: You, who, do, through. 

You is the naming of God: an address drawn from the 
community’s repertoire of titles for the divinity, a reper-
toire which continues to expand as we struggle to address 
the One whom we can never adequately name or know. The 
address is not chosen arbitrarily but is selected in relation-
ship to the rest of the prayer. So, for example, if the focus of 
a prayer is a petition for God’s forgiveness, “Merciful God” 
could be an appropriate “naming” for the prayer.

Who is the expansion of the address of God. The “who” 
code derives from the ancient Latin structure of the collect 
prayer which expanded the address of God through use 
of the subjunctive tense. The Latin Deus, qui ... was trans-
lated in English as God, who .... Note how the expansion 
of God’s name is accomplished in contemporary English 
through direct address:

God of mercy,  
you welcome the stranger, 
you make whole the leper,  
you give salvation to those  
who put their trust in you.

One function of the ‘You, who’ – the title and expansion 
of the address – is to give hope to the community that the 
petition which follows will be heard because God has been 
faithful in the past. Occasionally, but far more rarely, the 
ancient pattern of prayer varies the ‘who’ section, not as 
an expansion of God’s name, but in order to state the situa-
tion of the community. For example:

Patient God,  
we have sinned against you  
and squandered your gifts of life and grace.

Finally, both expansion of the title and some statement of 
the community’s situation might be combined as in the 
following text:

O God,  
your ways are not our ways,  
your wisdom far outruns  
our human understanding.  
We, your people, gather together today  
to express our need for you. 

Do signifies the petitions which follow, petitions force-
fully announced by the use of an imperative verb. Note the 
strength of the following:

Increase our faith:  
when we are tempted to despair, sustain us;  
in anxiety, console us;  
in bewilderment, secure us;  
and in anger, restore us to your peace.

By contrast, a “may we” construction seems more like wish-
ful thinking in God’s presence than a strong plea for gra-



cious intervention here and now in our lives. One vari ation 
of the pattern of a collect is the addition of a result clause: 
“do, in order that,” again, a derivative of the an cient Latin 
construction. The use of such a result clause may strength-
en the petition, as in this example:

Instruct us in the services of love, that our hands may 
bring comfort to your children. 
Deepen our faith in your presence, 
that our eyes may recognise  
in each brother and sister,  
the face of your beloved Son.

Through signals the conclusion of the prayer. The 
con clusion is not just tacked on, or a throw-away ending to 
cue the community’s Amen. The content of the conclusion 
suggests the fundamental belief of the community that its 
prayer begins and ends in Jesus Christ who still intercedes 
on our behalf. Two forms of the conclusion are the Trini-
tarian and the Christological. An example of a Trinitarian 
conclusion would be:

Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, for ever and ever.

A briefer Christological conclusion might read:

Grant this through Christ our Lord.

Besides these standard forms of conclusion, it is possible to 
conclude the collect prayer in a more imaginative way. For 
example, this ending would be appropriate during Advent:

We wait for your Messiah,  
keeping watch and praying in his name, Jesus, who is 
Lord for ever and ever.

The collect is a relatively simple pattern, which is useful in 
countless situations: the beginning and ending of gath erings, 
for concluding intercessory prayer, at table with friends.

A simple sTrucTure incorporATing The collecT

1.    A greeting
2.    ‘Let us pray’
3.     Silent prayer
4.  The prayer of those present ‘collected’ in a Collect, 

bringing to expression the listening and response of 
each heart enabliing the verbal expression ...

5.  ‘Amen’. 

A simple sTrucTure  
To supporT lisTening To The WorD of goD

1.      A reading
2.   An acclamation and response (The word of the 

Lord/Thanks be to God; The Gospel of the Lord/Praise to 
you, Lord Jesus Christ)

3.     Silence for continuing to listen to the word
4.  A psalm sung or said by all present - a scriptural re-

sponse to the the word.
[5. A reflection on the scripture from a leader, and/or a 

shared reflection from the members of the group.]
6. A Collect, to conclude the time of prayer and reflec-

tion.
5.  ‘Amen’. 


