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The Book of Common Prayer has been the spiritual resource of English and English speaking people for four centuries. It is a book of prayer for the whole community, devised and composed so that it might satisfy everyone. Cranmer looked to the past as well as the present when he set about this task at a time of reformation and change. The language he employed was quite deliberately “not of an age, but for all time”.


The language of Cranmer’s Prayer Book has survived because it has shown itself sensitive to the profound human need for continuity and permanence, and by passing into common speech. Words and phrases from this liturgy have become part of the heritage of the English language by continuous reiteration over the centuries in public worship and in private devotion. In Church of England day schools pupils used to learn by heart the great Collects from the Prayer Book. That learning, together with regular church services where the Prayer Book was the only rite, had a genuine influence on the minds and imaginations of ordinary men and women. Though their own speech could not command the cadences and rhythms of Cranmer’s prayers, because they were familiar with them they remembered them. My own experience of constant reiteration in Church has confirmed to me that as one gets older the essential poetry of this great liturgy has an ever more resonant meaning.


At home, abroad, in hospitals, on battlefields, in solitude, in society, in trouble and in prosperity, these words were remembered and gave comfort and hope in the great crises of innumerable human lives. The power and majesty of the language of the Book of Common Prayer were such that, in the words of one Collect, “Among the sundry and manifold changes of the world, our hearts may surely there be fixed where true joys are to be found”.


I hope very much that this book will provide a new incentive to study the Collects and may even encourage people of all ages to commit some of them to memory. I have been delighted to see a revival in recent years of the learning by heart of passages from the Book of Common Prayer, spurred on in part by the annual Cranmer Awards arranged by the Prayer Book Society. There is no doubt in my own mind about the importance of the trend, since I do believe so strongly that the survival of the Book of Common Prayer is a touchstone of our ability as a society to value its spiritual roots, its liturgical continuity and its very identity as a nation of believers.
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Introduction


“And now I come to the great thing which so much troubleth my conscience, more than anything that ever I did or said in my whole life: and that is, the setting abroad of writings contrary to the truth, which now I here renounce and refuse … and written for fear of death and to save my life, if it might be.…”


The scene was the University church in Oxford. Thomas Cranmer, lately Archbishop of Canterbury, stood on a wretched platform opposite the pulpit, addressing the astounded congregation. He was in bare and ragged gown, his long grey beard touching his belt, a dirty old square cap on his head, passion in his voice. He had broken from his prepared text and spoke from the heart in this, his last public utterance before facing a terrible and fiery death.


“…and that is, all such bills and papers which I have written or signed with my hand – ”


He held it up, over his head.


“…since my degradation. And foreasmuch as my hand oﬀended, writing contrary to my heart, my hand shall first be punished therefor: for, may I come to the fire, it shall be first burned.”


Those listening in the packed nave cried out in appeal to him to remember his recent recantation, read out earlier in his discourse, of Anglican doctrine in favour of Papal authority. This was the issue, at the very pivot of the Reformation, on which he had wavered agonisingly back and forth in seven varying recantations since Bloody Mary had succeeded to the throne three years before, and for which he had been deposed as Archbishop.


Ignoring the shouts, he almost leaped from the platform and thrust his way through to the South door, his guard pursuing him. Hurrying outside, he literally ran through the driving rain towards the place of execution in The Broad, so fast that his guard could barely keep up with him


As Spanish friars exhorted him in the name of the Catholic Queen and the Pope to recant once more, he was chained to the stake, the piled faggots were lit and in no time the fire was licking around him searing his flesh with torments. But he thrust his right arm into the living flame, crying out “This hand hath oﬀended!” – the hand that had signed the recantations he so bitterly regretted. He held it there, steadfast and immovable – except for one moment when he withdrew it quickly to wipe his streaming face. Within minutes, his hand turned black, bubbled and was consumed; and not long after, with a courage and steadfastness that moved all those watching to tears, he gave up the ghost. It was 21 March 1556; Cranmer was 67.


By far the greatest monument to this passionate, learned, enigmatic man, and to the convulsions then shaking England, was his greatest creation, the Book of Common Prayer. It is as central to our life on these islands as our cathedrals and our very language itself.


One can still go to Cranmer’s study, the room in Lambeth Palace where he actually wrote, translated and compiled that most precious jewel of England. It adjoins the chapel, on the first floor and opening onto the N side of the sanctuary, like a very large box in the theatre.


It is not the untouched original due to a wartime bomb; but one can stand, very still, where he must have sat at his desk, pen in the same hand that was later so terribly consumed, and hear, as he must have heard, the sound of the eternal Thames slapping against the Palace walls not far away, and the grinding of passing boats – as, in his day, he would have heard the creak of oars and the cry of boatmen as well as the ceaseless water.


A most powerful awareness of water and of the sea – the sea imagery which pervades his work – is one of many reasons why his words have such a memorable impact on us. We are an island people. None of us is ever far from the sea, whether geographically or inside our heads, and Cranmer is always fully conscious of that. Our literature is soaked in brine, the North Sea wind blows through its topsails. Such images pervade his most glorious work with their disturbing and uncanny capacity to engrave themselves, not only on the mind, but on the heart.


The original Prayer Book was published in 1549; the present book marks the 450th anniversary of its appearance. Its immense achievement was to bring together, in crackling English when our language was at its vigorous prime, and in simple, common form, the enormously wide, fragmented variety of mediaeval services that had for so long split the nation diocese by diocese. The seven monastic oﬃces in Latin, spread through the day, were brilliantly distilled into Matins and Evensong in the vernacular – in knife-edged words and glorious tumbling phrases which, together with the language of the Communion Service, irradiate and are interwoven into the very flesh of English today; so much so that those phrases are now used daily, without knowing their origin, by millions of people who have never darkened the door of any church in their lives.
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