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For Joel, Jesse, Brody, and Bronwyn.
Praising God, with you, that his property is always to have mercy.

זֶבַח וּמִנְחָה לֹא-חָפַצְתָּ אָזְנַיִם כָּרִיתָ לִּי
Θυσίαν καὶ προσφορὰν οὐκ ἠθέλησας, σῶμα δὲ κατηρτίσω μοι.
Ps 40:6 / Heb 10:5
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I GREW UP IN WESTERN KANSAS, amid horizon-wide fields of wheat and countless clusters of grazing cattle scattered across seemingly endless acres of slightly undulating plains. One of my most favorite things to have ever written is a contribution to a collection of essays entitled 150 Years of Kansas Beef. My chapter was “Cowboys, Cowtowns and Cattle Trails of Kansas.” Why did I explore something so far afield from my academic interest in Cranmer and the English Reformation? Frankly, I wanted to write something my family would read. In short, I think it is accurate to say that I grew up in rural America. Yet, in all my years in Kansas, I never saw a horse pushing a cart. Pulling, yes, but pushing? I never saw that happen, not even once. After all, a horse’s head is not really designed to efficiently push a cart, but its body is so effective at pulling that even after human society made the transition from work animals to machines, we still refer to the energy required to move things in units of “horsepower.” However, when it comes to Christianity, this inversion of horse and cart seems to happen all the time.

Let me explain. One of the most basic principles in Christianity to get straight is which comes first: the cart or the horse. Do we initiate and God’s responds? Or does God initiate and we respond? Do we take a step towards God and, consequently, he takes a step towards us? Or does God come to us, embrace us, hugging us tight with his love so that we find ourselves instinctively drawn to put our arms around him in return, receiving the fullness of that love which he is imparting to us?

Or, rather, do we try to do something in-between these two diametrically opposite approaches? Do we start with the horse first, but then switch to the cart? Are we saved by Christ’s gift on the cross, but expect afterwards to be sanctified by our own efforts? Is our will bound before salvation, but afterward it must choose to initiate godliness? Or worse, do we think that our choices after salvation earn God’s further blessings? In short, are we saved by grace, but sustained by our own sweat? Or do we keep the horse in front of the cart from the beginning of our Christian lives to its consummation in the age to come? Philippians 1:6 teaches us that God will complete the good work he has begun in us, and Philippians 2:13 goes ever further, telling us that our desire and power to choose God instead of sin is actually his work in us. In short, do we long for God to lead us, or do we expect, or at least hope, that he will get behind what we are already doing and push us along our own way?

 

Of course, we are not the first generation of Christians to put the cart before the horse in matters of faith. These essential questions were the same ones which the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers were asking of their church and of themselves. Like Martin Luther before him, Thomas Cranmer found the definitive answers in Scripture, namely, the grace and gratitude theology outlined by Saint Paul in his Epistles: “not I, but Christ”; “not by my works, but by his promised gift of faith”; “not just for my salvation only, but for my salvation, sanctification and glorification”; in short, “Christ in me, the hope of glory.”

However, it was one thing for Cranmer to establish how the English church defined the true Gospel in the Articles of Religion (1553). It was quite another to insert justification and sanctification by grace alone through faith alone into the daily rhythms of English life, let alone to make it the heartbeat of Christian discipleship within every English believer. For these enormous tasks, Cranmer relied on the church’s liturgy. As his first step, he used the Sunday morning service, initially still in Latin, as an opportunity to preach the Reformation’s biblical message through the English sermons in the newly mandated Book of Homilies (1547). After having established the theological content for corporate prayer, Cranmer then devised two successive prayer books in English for divine service: daily, weekly, and on special occasions (1549 and 1552). He trusted that regular biblical preaching would help the English people understand their prayers, but he also expected that the liturgy’s scriptural readings and prayers would deepen their understanding of the faith and inflame their hearts with more love for God and his Gospel.

Clearly, Cranmer saw liturgy as an essential means for him to shape the piety of the nation in a new, more authentically ancient direction. Hence, determining the rationale for his editorial decisions is absolutely crucial not only for correctly interpreting his prayer books in their contemporary context but also for accurately describing how Cranmer understood mission to the people of his era. Yet, arriving at a satisfactory answer is not a straightforward matter. To borrow a common sixteenth-century humanist analogy, Cranmer was a very busy bee indeed who gathered pollen from a vast garden of liturgical flowers. Ever since, scholars have spent much effort in trying to distinguish the various flavors within the resultant liturgical honey and to promote as the most important that strain which tasted best to them.

Zac Hicks is to be commended for his close reading of Cranmer’s writings, which has permitted him to provide a convincing account. In the midst of all the other influences and sources for Cranmer’s liturgical work, Hicks marshals much evidence to show that the Reformation’s recovery of Paul’s message—“not I, but Christ”—was Cranmer’s plumb line in shaping his liturgical legacy for the Anglican Communion. Hicks confirms the fact, so often overlooked, that Cranmer designed the Book of Homilies, the Book of Common Prayer and the Articles of Religion to be a three-stringed cord which strongly proclaims the Gospel message: Christ is the horse which pulls the cart of our Christian salvation and discipleship. May he enable us to recover this abiding truth in our era as well!
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THE WORK OF this book matters because the gospel matters. If we are eager to see the transformation of the world, or even just the transformation of our own lives, we have to come to grips with the fact that the good news of Jesus Christ is the only thing that can do this. Our trying harder, being more clever, or implementing better structures or strategies—none of these things can do it. Only the gospel can. Writing to the first-century church in Galatia, Paul passionately expresses how he longs for their transformation “until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19). The apostle had spent the previous chapters belaboring the fact that the only way Christ can be formed in us is when we abandon the idea that we can do it on our own and instead live every day by saying, “The only way I’m going to be able to do this is by trusting that you’ve already done it for me.” The gospel, all by its naked self, does this formational work.

This book is attempting to build a cumulative case for how this vision of the formational power of the naked gospel can be unleashed in the worship services of the people of God. The book will therefore sometimes sound like a broken record when words and phrases like grammar, faith alone (sola fide), justification, and, yes, gospel keep coming up. Stay with it. Along these lines, some readers who wish for the book to take on a more measured and scholarly objectivity may be disappointed by my occasional editorializing, especially in footnotes. For better or worse, nearly twenty years of pastoral ministry biases me toward verbalizing the “so what” a little more often than strict academic scholarship typically does. Therefore, for some this editorializing may be a liability. But for others straining for implication and application, such interjections will be a lifeline. Either way, my hope for this book is that, in its historical-theological inquiry, it might establish enough categories for what we now refer to as gospel-centered worship so that people who care about all of this, in their own areas of influence in Christ’s church, might be given more imaginative runways to launch into the same kind of work Cranmer did.


Lord, we beseche thee to kepe thy Churche and housholde continually in thy true religion; that they whiche do leane onlye upon hope of thy heavenly grace may evermore bee defended by thy mightie power; through Christ our lorde.

Collect for the Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany (Book of Common Prayer, 1552)
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I THANK GOD for many things throughout this process. I’m grateful first for Mike Allen, who encouraged me to do my doctoral work at Knox Seminary and not somewhere else, and I’m doubly grateful that as I began, unbeknownst to me, Knox was architecting a short-lived but perfect-for-me track called “The Theology and Worship of the English Reformation.” It’s not an overstatement to say that this coursework has changed the trajectory of my life.

I’m grateful to David McNutt and the team of editors who helped make this book significantly better than it started. In particular, two scholars under David’s supervision shed incredible light on many weaknesses of argumentation and even some significant errors. This process elevated the quality of scholarship, and I am humbly appreciative. I also give thanks to the advisory board of the Dynamics of Christian Worship series who had the generosity and vision to see this as a valuable contribution to this great lineup of books and authors.

This book wouldn’t have seen the light of day if it were not for significant mentors, friends, and dialogue partners. Ashley Null’s teaching, conversations, and correspondence have greatly shaped and sharpened this work. Dialogues in the in-between moments inside and outside the office with Gil Kracke have impacted my thinking, and I’m thankful that Gil graciously took the time to read an early version of my manuscript and provide critical feedback. Andrew Pearson, whether he knew it or not, was always providing fresh angles, new insights, and untapped scholarship in our many dialogues. Sheri Herum found nonexistent gaps in the rearing of five small children to read and edit my manuscript, providing not only some forehead-wiping saves, but also some great questions and comments that sharpened my argumentation and line of thinking. Lisa Yeager graciously lent her expertise in Latin to ensure that my quotations and translations were accurate. Brenda and Leon Hicks, my parents, led me to Christ and his gospel, and gave me a writer’s genetics. Finally, I thank God for my friend, mentor, and doctoral supervisor, Jonathan Linebaugh. This book is the fruit of nearly a decade of meaningful conversation, shared life experiences, supportive friendship, and international gallivanting.

Throughout the process, I had two families who supported my work more than any other. First, my spiritual family at the Cathedral Church of the Advent cheered me on, provided financial assistance to complete this work, and gave me real-time feedback as I repeatedly taught on these concepts and attempted to apply them in our weekly worship in downtown Birmingham. My time at the Advent was proof that this kind of scholarship isn’t ivory-tower work but meaningful on the ground, for real life and real concerns. Second, and most importantly, my immediate family—my tribe—has supported me by suffering through long stretches of my typing away with big piles of books around me, buried and inattentive. Abby has shouldered extra work, and there were a few “fatherless” times in the fall of 2019 for Joel, Jesse, Brody, and Bronwyn, which they all accepted without complaint. I couldn’t have done this without their support and grace.
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Christianity has embedded in it the germ of antireligion that fights its own tendency to become a religion that is based in works-righteousness.

ESTHER ACOLATSE






PROTESTANTISM AND GOSPEL-CENTRALITY

We have apparently arrived at a moment in Western evangelicalism where gospel-centrality is a thing. In the grand scheme of worldwide Christianity, it might not be a very popular or widespread thing, but it is a thing. Gospel-centered, gospel-shaped, gospel-driven, and the like have all but become brands in certain tribes and subcultures.1 Responding cries have challenged that all this talk has diluted the clarity of what the gospel is and what the gospel does. The longer I live and move and have my being in the realm of gospel-centered worship,2 the more I am sympathetic to these cries for clarity.

In the first chapter of his epistle to the Romans, Paul headlines his letter by describing the gospel as the “power” of God (1:16). The apostle then goes on to unpack that power over the next ten chapters. At the center of that enterprise is a stark antithesis: no one can be justified by works of the law, but instead justification is a gift, received by faith (3:20-25). This antithesis appears in Paul’s letters again and again as the way the gospel is made clear (e.g., 1 Cor 15:9-10; Gal 2:16; Eph 2:8-9; Phil 3:9). In other words, the gospel is proclaimed in all its power precisely when it is recognized and received by faith, apart from works. Paul speaks elsewhere of paradoxical instances where that power is absent even while its fruit is still apparent, albeit in counterfeit form. In his words, such people are caught “having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power” (2 Tim 3:5).3 I have begun to wonder whether the landscape of Western worship is not dotted, if not significantly fortressed, with expressions and practices which have the appearance of godliness—of worshipfulness, of piety, of passion, of zeal, of truthfulness, of even the right words and the right “biblical elements”—and yet deny the power that animates them all. I long for the kind of zealous, fiery worship marked by a “demonstration of the Spirit and of power,” and I believe, with Paul, that this demonstration happens best when worship has “decided to know nothing . . . but Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:1-5).

This book seeks to clarify the Scripture’s vision for gospel-centered worship with the hope that such clarification might lead us toward a daring confidence that the very power that stands at the center of Christianity—the good news of Jesus Christ for sinners—is sufficient to withstand all contenders and lead the church into the uncharted waters of the future. But instead of directly surveying the Scriptures or overtly developing a liturgical theology of gospel-centrality, we might do well to come at this from the side.

Those of us who stand in the Reformation tradition of evangelicalism (before it was tarnished by cultural and political overtones, an evangelical was simply a “gospel-person”) have to admit that our commitment to sola scriptura is prone to being bastardized into a kind of strict biblicism which in turn closes our ears to other faithful Christians of the past who have read and interpreted the same Bible we prize. In other words, something in our Protestant DNA causes us to almost instinctively bristle at listening to the Great Tradition.4 Tradition, to say the least, is complicated, but in the best of light it is merely that repository of previous generations of Christians wrestling with what the Word of God was saying to them and then living out the work of that Word in their given time and place. If those of us in Protestant traditions would lift our heads for a second, we might be able to look back and notice that the question of what the Bible has to say about gospel-centered worship is not a new one. This was, in fact, my own far-too-late discovery. There I had been on my own for over a decade as a pastor and worship leader grappling with the Scriptures about what it meant for the gospel to govern and guide the worship service. Then one day, someone lifted my head, and I encountered a Christian who five hundred years ago asked those very same questions I was asking and answered them with far more knowledge, far more depth, far more work, and far more clarity. I had met the reformer, Thomas Cranmer.

If people are aware of Thomas Cranmer, they are likely acquainted with the fruit of his labor—the Book of Common Prayer, and the broad and global legacy of English-speaking worship that traces its history back to it. However, far fewer are aware of the labor itself. The goal of this book is to expose that labor in order to learn. This effort is nothing more than an attempt to transport ourselves five centuries back and stand over the shoulder of England’s greatest reformer as he sits bent over his candlelit desk, surrounded by hundreds of books, manuscripts, notes, and liturgies contemporaneous and historic.5 We will observe the Archbishop at work with these liturgical sources.6 When we do so we will see he is not only translating, but transposing. We will see him making decisions. And we will try to ask, on what basis is he making those decisions? Can we observe an undergirding set of criteria or a rationale behind what he chooses to keep, what he chooses to omit, what he chooses to move, and what he chooses to remain in place?

This book makes the claim that Cranmer indeed had such a rationale and that this rationale, though not exclusive and singular, so overwhelmed the Archbishop in its importance7 that it dominated all other criteriological motivations for liturgical redaction. Getting right to it, what overwhelmed Cranmer was God’s love for him in Christ, and once that love seized him, the Archbishop became fiercely committed to the clear proclamation of that good news.8 In other words, Cranmer’s vision for liturgical renewal was intensely fixated on the gospel. His evangelical convictions drove his liturgical decisions.9 If this is true, then I would suggest that as we look over the Archbishop’s shoulder, we will discover that he provides, among all sixteenth-century Reformers English and Continental,10 a most exemplary model of what it might mean to be gospel-centered in our worship today.

I want to be careful to recognize that gospel-centered is modern speak, and it is therefore terminologically anachronistic to refer to Thomas Cranmer’s gospel-centered theology. Still, the argument of this book is that it is not theologically anachronistic to view Cranmer’s work as an attempt at gospel-centered worship. In fact, I’m hoping Cranmer will provide for us a much more theologically rich and biblically faithful definition for what it looks like for worship services to be centered on Christ’s gospel. Nevertheless, I will attempt to use the phrase sparingly with reference to Cranmer’s work.

I further recognize the boldness of the claim that Cranmer’s evangelical convictions drove his liturgical decisions. Indeed, much ink has been spilled, including Cranmer’s own, about what his motivations were behind the choices made in the formation of the Book of Common Prayer. It will be helpful to briefly recount what has been said about Cranmer’s criteria for liturgical redaction, both to affirm their truth and to expose why they fall short of accounting for his great doxological obsession.




CRANMER’S CRITERIA FOR REDACTION

The Archbishop’s preface to the 1549 Book of Common Prayer states his methodological intentions plain enough, and we want to observe these stated reasons alongside some unstated ones that centuries of liturgical analysis make equally clear. Our goal here is to better understand Cranmer’s criteria for liturgical redaction and to set the stage for the argument that they inadequately account for all his liturgical moves. Cranmer’s criteria in eight broad categories are catechesis, affective persuasion, missional intelligibility, participation, unification, simplification, antiquity, and scripturality.

1. Catechesis. In Cranmer’s mind, the Scriptures themselves are the bedrock of the liturgy. Therefore, Scripture reading would be front and center in liturgical reform. Cranmer advocates this reform precisely so that believers and ministers can “be more able . . . to exhort other[s] by wholesome doctrine, and to confute them that were adversaries to the truth.”11 In short, one of Cranmer’s aims with the liturgy was to catechize the people. In the sixteenth century the average believer possessed limited biblical knowledge.12 The liturgy would serve as a primary place where this widespread biblical vacuum could be filled. And even though we will classify simplification as a separate criterion, we acknowledge with Bryan Spinks that simplification and catechesis for Cranmer went hand in hand: “In terms of his main Latin source, the Sarum rite, he simplifies for the purpose of education.”13

2. Affective persuasion. As a descendant of medieval affective piety, as a humanist in the school of Erasmus, and as a Protestant persuaded by Melanchthon’s Lutheran interpretation of Augustine’s affective theology,14 Cranmer was committed to the idea that a good liturgy did more than provide a framework for worship. The liturgy’s aim was to cause the worshiper’s heart to, in his words, “be the more inflamed with the love of [God’s] true religion.”15 The liturgy would primarily do this affectively persuasive work through its use of language and rhetoric. By “affective,” we mean “a mode of experience that is tethered to physical bodies and that encompasses emotion, feeling, and desire.”16 With these objectives in mind, we observe the Archbishop not merely translating the received liturgies, but instead, as a “connoisseur of English,”17 he would “stamp them with his own style,”18 transposing the language into more rich and expressive keys. Cranmer’s Prayer Books are famous for their excessive doublets, triplets, and even occasional quadruplets: “Humble and hearty”; “direct, sanctify, and govern”; “read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest.”19 Certainly, these expansions of single Latin and English words betray his training as an Erasmian humanist as he employs affectively charged rhetoric, using language to evoke and provoke the senses. Compared with other preexisting English translations of prayers, Cranmer’s translations consistently exhibit a superior felicity of style. Take for instance this Collect for Whitsunday, alongside its predecessors, exposing Cranmer’s strong affective style (see fig. 1.1).20










	GEORGE JOYE’S HORTULUS ANIMAE, 1530

	THE KING’S PRIMER, 1545

	THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER, 1549




	
O God,

which has instructed the hearts of faithful men with the lightening of thy Holy Ghost;


	
O God,

which by the information of the Holy Ghost, hast instructed the hearts of thy faithful,


	
God,

which as upon this day hast taught the hearts of thy faithful people by the sending to them the light of thy Holy Spirit;





	grant us to savour aright in the same Spirit,

	grant us in the same Spirit to have right understanding,

	grant us by the same Spirit to have a right judgment in all things,




	and to rejoice evermore of his holy consolation,

	and evermore to rejoice in his holy consolation.

	and evermore to rejoice in his holy comfort;




	
	Through Christ our Lord.

	through the merits of Jesus Christ our Saviour;




	which livest and reignest in the same Spirit ever.

	
	who liveth and reigneth with thee in the unity of the same Spirit, one God, world without end.







Figure 1.1. The Collect for Whitsunday and its sources




At the same time, these kinds of translational moves may also be an attempt to slow down the liturgy to allow for a meditative rumination in prayer, or, in the words of Cranmer’s Homily on Scripture, a chewing on “the heavenly meat of our souls” in order “that we may have the sweet juice, spiritual effect, marrow, honey, kernel, taste, comfort and consolation of them.”21 The net effect of all these observations is that Cranmer freely translated out of a desire to see people moved by the liturgy. Cranmer’s criteria included facilitating a “hearty” encounter.22 In fact, the verbal statistics in his 1552 Holy Communion and Morning Prayer liturgies speak for themselves, as Cranmer’s translations of those liturgies significantly increase the use of “heart” language.23

3. Missional intelligibility. Cranmer further articulated that his liturgical redaction was motivated by an emphatic desire that worship be “plain and easy to be understanded.”24 The Archbishop even summons Paul’s own admonitions, presumably from 1 Corinthians 14, regarding foreign tongues and making gathered worship intelligible: “St. Paul would have such language spoken to the people in the Church as they might understand and have profit by hearing the same.”25 Certainly the great missionary passage from Cranmer’s preface to the Great Bible of 1540 could be easily applied to his liturgy, to the end that all kinds of people such as “publicans, fishers, and shepherds may find their edification.” Tempering the above comments about felicity of style, Cranmer would not sacrifice intelligibility on the altar of artistry, unlike “the writings of the Gentile philosophers and rhetoricians, to the intent the makers should be had in admiration for their high styles and obscure manner of writing, whereof nothing can be understood without a master or an expositor.”26 Diarmaid MacCulloch notes that Cranmer was linguistically conservative with his use of English Latinisms and Greekisms, preferring instead wording and phraseology of Anglo-Saxon vocabulary and style.27 This apparently conscious choice seems to flow naturally from his missionary impulse to contextualize liturgy and prayer to the native tongue of the common person. Cranmer desired the Prayer Book not to be high art, but to have a plain28 and simple kind of beauty, so that the liturgy might be apprehended by all kinds of people. Though this missionary impulse toward contextualization and inculturation is not unique to Cranmer or even the Reformation era,29 this criterion of intelligibility certainly drove Cranmer further in his editorial decisions than most up to that point.

4. Participation. Hand in hand with intelligibility was a desire for greater congregational participation. Cranmer’s redaction of the liturgy sought to move more things out of the mysterious and private words and actions of the priest and into the public language and movements of the people. Behaviors that might appear surprising to twenty-first-century Christian worshipers were quite common in Cranmer’s day. For the congregation, this included walking around during the sermon, engaging in gossip or small talk with one’s neighbor during the service,30 or simply doing one’s own thing throughout the liturgy, such as privately praying, or entering and exiting at random. In preparation for a visit to the diocese of Norwich, Cranmer sent ahead a list of injunctions including this: “That every minister do move his parishioners to come diligently to the church, and when they come not to talk or walk in the sermon, Communion, or divine service time, but rather at the same to behave themselves reverently, godly and devoutly in the church.”31 Clerical custom aided and abetted this behavior, as it was quite common to mumble or quietly speak the liturgy and quickly work through the mass, which is why Cranmer’s liturgies contain rubrics for the minister to lead the liturgy “with a loud voice.” We therefore find Cranmer making liturgical decisions based on this desire for greater participation.

5. Unification. In line with the political agenda of the day,32 Cranmer’s preface clearly states that the Prayer Book was redacted with the specific purpose such that “all the whole realm shall have but one use.”33 Top on Henry’s agenda was nationwide obedience and submission.34 Certainly this demand was the fruit of his egomania,35 but it was also because Henry believed that a well-ordered society full of loyal subjects would produce peace, stability, and cultural flourishing. Cranmer believed in these endgame virtues as well, even if he did not share Henry’s conviction of the means.36 For Henry, the virtues of England’s unity were the fruit of loyalty and submission to the king. For Cranmer, those virtues were the fruit of the gospel. Therefore, unifying the disparate liturgies of England to “but one use” was simultaneously political and theological, with the latter being more toward Cranmer’s motivation for liturgical conformity.

6. Simplification. Tied to unification37 was the idea that the liturgy should pare down “the number and hardness of the rules” and “the manifold changings of the service.” With a hint of sarcasm, Cranmer expressed concern “that many times, there was more business to find out what should be read, then to read it when it was found out.”38 Both leading and following the liturgy had become cumbersome for clergy and laity alike, and Cranmer felt that it was time to demolish many of the rickety additions that had been built onto the liturgical house over the years. And so we find across the board, chiefly exhibited in the Daily Offices and the Holy Communion liturgy, Cranmer’s liturgical agenda included condensing all material into one simple volume.

7. Antiquity. Of all the criteria of Cranmer pointed out by the history of liturgical scholarship, it is antiquity that continually comes to the fore as one of Cranmer’s chief editorial motivators. In the preface, Cranmer clearly desires to put forth a liturgy “agreeable to the mind and purpose of the old fathers,”39 whom he sets in contrast again and again to the liturgy of his present. This is not surprising. As a humanist, Cranmer would be predisposed to appeal to the “primitive” sources over against more recent iterations of liturgical formulation. And, especially as the preface opens with ominous pessimism about how “the continuance of time” ends up corrupting what was once pure, it is clear that antiquity is a primary value. We might stress here that while modern liturgical scholars have pointed out that Cranmer’s access to patristic liturgies was perhaps limited and piecemeal,40 what they often overlook is that his access to and study of the Fathers’ theological outlook was vast and comprehensive. Even if he did not possess the widest array of ancient liturgies, he was saturated with ancient Christianity’s “mind and purpose.” And especially if, as this book will argue, Cranmer’s motivations were more fundamentally theological, for him the Fathers’ theological writing would be just as useful (even perhaps more useful) as liturgical sources as the ancient liturgies themselves.

8. Scripturality. The broadest consensus, though, is that fidelity to the Scriptures was Cranmer’s chief criterion. In fact, most liturgical scholars argue that the Archbishop’s commitment to antiquity is actually grounded in his commitment to the Bible. As one historian notes, “What the witness of Christian antiquity contributes, as Cranmer sees it, is a confirmation of a correct interpretation of the scriptures.”41 Another liturgiologist rightly observes that Cranmer

was not beholden to any notion that the ancient codified liturgical texts enjoyed the privileges ascribed to the inspired scriptures; they were not rendered untouchable in light of their respected and accepted historical pedigree. They had no more objective, intrinsic theological value than newly minted, theologically correct orations penned and articulated in his day. Intuitively he seemed to have understood the difference between idol and icon.42


By far and away, scriptural fidelity takes centerstage in the Prayer Book’s preface. Cranmer strongly criticizes how little Bible was read and how much the liturgy was instead unnecessarily filled with “uncertain stories, Legends, Responds, Verses, vain repetitions, Commemorations,” and other “such things, as did break the continual course of the reading of scripture.”43 Instead, what is to be read and prayed should be nothing “but the very pure word of God, the holy Scriptures, or that which is evidently grounded upon the same.”44 In short, as Cranmer was evaluating liturgical sources for use in England, his first evaluative question seems to have consistently been, “Is it biblical?”45




THE INADEQUATE ACCOUNTING OF CRANMER’S
LITURGICAL CRITERIA

None of the above criteria, either individually or collectively, adequately accounts for all of Cranmer’s editorial decisions. In fact, the more we dig into these criteriological motivations the more they beg further questions. For example, simplification certainly is important perhaps to save ecclesiastical resources or to allow for ease of liturgical leadership, but might there be a more fundamental reason why simplification was a priority? A united realm is certainly a noble political pursuit, but would national solidarity be a sufficient rationale for an Archbishop who was a studied and convicted theologian of the first rank? Is it simply that Henry’s desire for “hegemonic legitimation” was enough for Cranmer to unify disparate liturgies and pepper the Prayer Book with more instances of the language of “service” than in the Latin original?46 This motivation for radical unity is at least somewhat tempered by Article XXXIII of the Forty-Two Articles of 1553, which argues that while England might have one use, other realms and regions need not all keep the same traditions and ceremonies.47 Like Luther and the other Reformers, Cranmer was aware of the need for liturgical diversity within certain bounds.

With regard to antiquity, modern liturgiologists have been quick to simultaneously laud Cranmer’s meticulous study and employment of the church fathers and criticize his imprecision or relative ignorance with their use. Mid-century liturgical scholar E. C. Ratcliff exemplifies these voices:

[Cranmer’s] interests lay behind the medieval period, in Christian antiquity. To discover the usages and beliefs of antiquity, he had laboriously to read through the works of ancient ecclesiastical writers, to collect references from them, and to make of their allusions and statements what he could. A task of such dimension might well have daunted him; but he had the scholar’s patience no less than the scholar’s desire for exact knowledge. . . . If, moreover, in his search for the genuinely ancient, he frequently failed to perceive it, or (as often in his handling of liturgical material) cast it aside, it was because he had no early training and, later, no adequate aid to enable him to identify it.48


Forthcoming scholarship will, to put it mildly, put these assertions to the test,49 but we do not necessarily need to refute them to observe some large leaps here that are made not infrequently in modern liturgical scholarship. Saturating twentieth-century liturgical thought is the assumption that because modern researchers have access to a far more complete patristic library than Cranmer, the Archbishop would have probably done things differently had he known what we now know.50 What does not tend to enter the conversation is the positing of another viable theory for why Cranmer seemed to miss or fail to perceive the patristic witness even when he did have access to those sources. Could there be other criteria at play that help explain why he might cast aside the voice of the Fathers in certain instances? Could it be that he did perceive some ancient liturgical material as such and yet for other reasons deliberately choose to not employ them?51

Even with the criterion of scripturality, we too must recognize that this desire was not unique to Cranmer and the Reformers. Catholic humanists like Spanish Cardinal Francisco Quiñonez were just as interested in and motivated toward going back to the sources and making the liturgy more scriptural as their own liturgical projects testify.52 And we also observe Cranmer in key moments making decisions to omit scriptural quotation in the liturgy, such as the removal of the Agnus Dei (Jn 1:29) and the Benedictus (Ps 118:26; Mt 21:9; Mk 11:9; Lk 19:38; Jn 12:13) from the Communion liturgy.

Ultimately, we are led to conclude that while all the above criteria were necessary for Cranmer, they were not sufficient. As a result, we hope this present work will expose two things: first, that these criteria cannot account for many of Cranmer’s decisions in his liturgical redaction; and second, that even these criteria may be seen in a different light as largely springing from another more singular and fundamental criterion. In other words, we want to argue the plausibility of a theory that Cranmer’s desire for liturgical catechesis, affective persuasion, missional intelligibility, participation, unification, simplification, antiquity, and scripturality was motivated by something more basic, that not only explains why he prioritizes these criteria but gives us a far more comprehensive explanation for many, if not most, liturgical changes made, even possibly answering some questions that have puzzled liturgical historians down through the ages. We will want to argue that Cranmer’s fundamental criterion was, in fact, the gospel itself.

At this point, given how much time we have spent observing Cranmer’s preface, one might ask, “Well then why does this gospel-criterion find no mention there?” There may be a good reason for Cranmer to have concealed this motivation in that most public document. We must remember and appreciate the political-ecclesiastical tightrope Cranmer was walking even after the death of Henry. He was not leading a unified group of bishops, clergy, and laity. In fact, as many have noted, as Reformed as the 1549 Prayer Book was, it certainly was much more of a halfway measure toward a more thoroughly Protestant, gospel-centered liturgy that would be unveiled in 1552. We therefore might do well to look at the list of criteria disclosed in the preface with the same eye that we look at the partially Protestant 1549 liturgy itself—it does not tell the complete story. Furthermore, as we have observed with scripturality, none of the above-listed criteria is in any way uniquely Protestant.53 In each category, we can find contemporaneous analogues among those who remained faithful Roman Catholics. Therefore, we have some valid reasoning in pursuing the question of why in liturgical redaction Cranmer could be most fundamentally motivated by the gospel and yet not mention it in the preface to the Prayer Book, even as he mentioned other criteriological motivations.54

At this point, we need to entertain one more question: Even given all this, will we be able to establish that there is a clear enough correspondence between Cranmer’s thought and what we have in his Prayer Books? Put another way, were Cranmer’s convictions about the gospel strong enough to trump the other ecclesiastical and political forces at play which would have influenced him to make his Prayer Books more measured, compromising, and conciliar? In a way, this book attempts to build a case that answers yes to those questions. Still, even here I invite the reader to look forward to our discussion in chapter three of Cranmer’s surprisingly bold interactions with Henry around the very topic of the clarity of the gospel in England’s official documentation. History is very clear on this point: if there is one relationship of Cranmer’s which epitomizes the need for a person in his position to compromise, it is with his king. It is therefore both surprising and telling that Cranmer, among a host of accommodations and settlements, does not waver in arguing for the good news of sinners justified by faith alone.




SETTING THE STAGE FOR WHAT WE MEAN BY GOSPEL-CENTRALITY

We come back around now to our opening inquiry. What we will see is that, for Thomas Cranmer, to be gospel-centered in the formation and enacting of worship services means far more than mentioning the cross, championing atonement, and filling the liturgy with references to the person and work of Jesus Christ. As Cranmer understood it, the nature of the gospel would require certain norms for communication between God and his people.

In part one, we will observe and summarize these norms by establishing the connection between Cranmer’s theology and that of the apostle Paul, employing a few clarifying metaphors along the way—governor, grammar, and filter. We will crack the door open to this inquiry first by observing how the gospel was positioned in Cranmer’s theology in the way he responded to two central debates of his day—purgatory and the Lord’s Supper—noting how the good news of the finished work of Jesus Christ stood as a governor over where he would land in his theological decision-making (chap. 1). We then open the door more widely by establishing how this governing position actually functions. We will look at how Cranmer’s understanding of the Pauline doctrine of sola fide would serve as a theological grammar for how God would be approached, heard from, and prayed to in a worship service (chaps. 2 and 3).

In part two, we will observe the application of this theological grammar in Cranmer’s formation of the 1549 and 1552 Book of Common Prayer. We will then see how sola fide serves as a filter for all liturgical form (chap. 4), language (chap. 5), ceremony (chap. 6), piety, and preaching (chap. 7). We will see that the sifting work of sola fide makes sharp distinctions and that this distinguishing work does in fact get to the heart of what it means to properly proclaim the gospel in liturgy. The final chapter, the conclusion, is dedicated to exploring the implications and trajectories of thought of all these insights for worship in the twenty-first century. We will more or less be answering the question, “If Cranmer were around today, in what ways would he encourage the reform of our worship that it might be more gospel-centered?”

An appreciated early reader of this book’s manuscript, a Cranmer scholar, respectfully asked if this work did not suffer the fate of other treatises on the Archbishop which looked down the Cranmerian well only to find the author’s own reflection. Having taken that question seriously, I still come to the conclusions of this book with confidence in what my early philosophical training taught me—a cumulative case is a powerful argument. Indeed, there is likely no lost letter of Cranmer’s which confesses the chief criterion of justification sola fide for his theology of worship and editorial agenda. Nevertheless, my hope is that in the sometimes atomistic examination which follows, while any one neutron of evidence may appear more or less convincing, the weight of the whole matter might be found persuasive.

Some might understand the methodology of this book as presenting a kind of cipher (what we have already named as the grammar of justification by faith alone) that is then used to “decode” Cranmer’s liturgical thinking and work. It is more accurate, however, to see what follows as an attempt to observe the “rules” of the grammar at play in Cranmer’s liturgical work—an exposition of what is within the liturgy, rather than an imposition of an idea on the liturgy. Perhaps the reader will have to decide whether this has truly been accomplished.

Just over seventy-five years ago, in a most influential liturgical text, Dom Gregory Dix quipped that Cranmer’s work was “the only effective attempt ever made to give liturgical expression to the doctrine of justification by faith alone.”55 Dix was not being complimentary. Ironically, what follows seeks to prove Dix’s assertion, and not merely as complimentary, but as exemplary. What we hope is that by observing Cranmer at work, we might hold up an example of what it looks like to craft worship services “in step with the truth of the gospel” (Gal 2:14). But the goal of this is much more than to give expression to a doctrine. The goal, as noted above, is hearts on fire—changed lives.




AN IMPORTANT FINAL WORD ON LITURGICAL THEOLOGY

The clarification of Cranmer’s goal just made—namely that changed lives, not mere expression of doctrine, is the aim—exposes an important feature of this book, which requires brief explanation lest its labor be misunderstood. This book is a cross-disciplinary work (biblical studies, historical theology, and liturgics) that fits well but not cleanly into the relatively recent academic field of liturgical theology.56 Our query attempts to heed the criticism raised by this field which notes that text-heavy, word-based studies like this present work are prone to error because liturgical practice is irreducibly embodied and situational. Liturgies are first and foremost events, not texts.57 Juan Oliver’s useful summary of these insights of liturgical theology warns,

The history of liturgical practice cannot be studied properly by examining only texts, without reference to the history of church architecture and ceremonial. When abstracted from them as the history of the development of ideas or meanings about or communicated through liturgy, we are no longer talking about the history of the liturgical practice but about the history of ideas about it.58


The insights of ritual studies are indeed taken seriously in what follows even if its categories are not explicitly utilized. Indeed, textual study is valuable, as we shall see, but it does not tell the whole story, which is why we will examine ceremonies, practices, architecture, and other socio-cultural phenomena surrounding worship in England at the time leading up to the Reformation.59 Thankfully, historians over the last few decades have helped us reconstruct some of the social and ritual dynamics of medieval worship practice, which allow us to better read between the (even rubrical) lines of Cranmer’s liturgies. We will attempt to glean from these insights what we can, remaining cautiously aware that our knowledge of the embodied practices surrounding Cranmer’s liturgical context is largely attained by examination through a spotted rearview mirror.

A similar critique of this text could be marshaled, namely that it force-fits abstract dogmatic analysis into a field of study that is highly experiential, subjective, embodied, even ascetic.60 However, the richest understanding of justification by faith alone—especially as articulated by sixteenth-century Reformers such as Luther, Melanchthon, and Cranmer—exposes a false dichotomy between theological truth and subjective experience.61 In fact, this book will argue for an understanding of sola fide as a gospel-grammar that does its best parsing in experience, particularly in the congregation’s embodied encounter with God in a gathered worship service.

This argument will therefore challenge certain schools of thought in liturgical theology which tend to overemphasize the idea that prayer shapes believing (one interpretation of the maxim lex orandi lex credendi62) to the neglect of the reality that believing shapes prayer.63 Indeed, even liturgical theology’s great proponent of the distinction between primary theology and secondary theology, Aidan Kavanagh, admitted that “one thing that [the maxim] does not, however, say or mean is that the lex credendi exerts no influence upon the lex supplicandi [i.e., lex orandi], only that it does not constitute or found the lex supplicandi.”64 This book will admittedly go further than Kavanagh and his followers would probably be comfortable. As we will see especially in chapter two, while “constitute” and “found” may not be the best words to describe the relationship of sola fide to the lex orandi lex supplicandi, we will argue that the liturgy’s lex orandi finds its formative power and fundamental integrity in the doctrine of justification by faith alone.65 For, “whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23), including every prayer of the church both corporately and individually. We either pray and worship by faith alone, or we do not. And it is justification sola fide which tells us that the latter action is outside the realm of the gospel, which is what constitutes and founds the church. No gospel, no church.66 In a sense, we will attempt to show that for primary theology to work, its prayers’ sentences must be constructed according to the rules of the grammar that sola fide establishes as a norm for differentiating worship according to the true gospel of Jesus Christ, over against false gospels.

Alexander Schmemann, grandfather of modern liturgical theology, argues that the Christian liturgy’s deep structural meaning—what he refers to as its “Ordo”—is found not just through participation in the liturgy, but in reflection on it:

To find the Ordo behind the “rubrics,” regulations and rules—to find the unchanging principle, the living norm or “logos” of worship as a whole, within what is accidental and temporary: this is the primary task which faces those who regard liturgical theology not as the collecting of accidental and arbitrary explanations of services, but as the systematic study of the lex orandi of the Church.67


In a way, the burden of this book is to find the “Ordo behind the rubrics, regulations, and rules” of the Book of Common Prayer as its original architect conceived it. But we are not doing so by engaging in a “systematic study of the lex orandi of the Church.” Instead, we are attempting a systematic study of a particular theologian’s systematic study of the Scriptures, which resulted in an observable conviction about what Christian liturgy’s Ordo most deeply is—Jesus himself, revealed especially in his gospel.68 Admittedly we depart, therefore, from liturgical theology’s method as established by Schmemann, starting not with a sweeping investigation of liturgical practice across history and traditions. Rather, as a consciously Protestant enterprise, we will attempt methodologically to start as Cranmer did, with Scripture itself.69 As we learned, for Cranmer this does not happen to the neglect of history and the Fathers, but simply seeks to do what the tradition at its best was always seeking to do: see and savor Christ alone, in the power of the Spirit, to the glory of God the Father.70
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BEFORE WE SET out on the path of Paul’s vision of justification in Scripture, it is important to do some preliminary orienteering in this chapter in order to establish the trailhead. Having exposed the potential inadequacy of many of the prevailing arguments for what fueled the engine of Cranmer’s liturgical redaction, we have proposed a theory that it is justification by faith alone which chiefly propelled the Archbishop’s editorial decisions. We would do well to begin by observing examples in his nonliturgical work which illustrate just how highly Cranmer prioritized justification by faith alone in his theological thinking. It seems increasingly common in our day and age for Protestants, at least on the popular level, to place sola fide as an equal among many other important doctrines. This was not the case for Cranmer.

The reason we want to even briefly observe the governing position of sola fide in Cranmer’s thinking outside his liturgical work is because, as we will see, his application of sola fide to liturgy is more structural and subterranean, which is probably why it has often gone unnamed or unidentified. Liturgy does not explain theology. It does theology.1 We must find explanation elsewhere before we can fully appreciate how the content and structure of the Book of Common Prayer were shaped and governed by sola fide.

What we hope to establish here is that, as one scholar put it, “Christ-centered theology was the lens through which [Cranmer] studied everything.”2 To do so, we will focus on two central theological hot topics which dominated debate in sixteenth-century Europe—purgatory and the Lord’s Supper. We zero in on these two doctrinal spheres because in a short amount of space they shed the broadest light on how the editorial decisions of Cranmer were governed by justification by faith alone.


GOSPEL-CENTERED ESCHATOLOGY: CRANMER ON PURGATORY

After his thorough and groundbreaking study on medieval theology and practice Eamon Duffy concluded, “There is a case for saying that the defining doctrine of medieval Catholicism was Purgatory.”3 This belief in the penitential, pre-heaven afterlife was not peripheral in medieval theology, nor was it a distant concern in the average medieval Christian’s psyche. Purgatory was the engine block that held up the propulsion system of medieval piety, motivating countless Christians to give blood, sweat, tears, and—yes—money to Christ and his church. It is tempting for Protestants now to look back on the sixteenth century and read modernist motivations into the Reformation critique of purgatory: it is superstition built on extrabiblical sources and tradition. And while this understanding of the critique is true, it was not the center of the problem for the sixteenth-century Reformers.

To be sure, Cranmer articulated the baseline argument that purgatory was simply not found in the Scriptures. It is telling that in the first authorized English Bible—the so-called Matthew Bible of 1537, overseen by Cranmer—extensive notes were written on the classic purgatory prooftext of Ezekiel 18. In the margins of this Bible were “provocatively Protestant” annotations, which Stephen Sykes summarizes:

God’s forgiveness is final and irrevocable, says the commentary, sharply dissenting from the “sophisters” who teach the necessity of seven years’ punishment in purgatory, tartly adding: “If this is not to mock with God and his Holy Word, I wot not what is mockage.” The response of God to the sinner’s radical repentance is an equally radical forgiveness.4


And yet Cranmer’s concern about purgatory was not merely that it was extrabiblical. His more pointed (and still thoroughly biblical) concern was that purgatory undermined justification sola fide. In the Archbishop’s words:

What a contumely and injury is this to Christ, to affirm that all have not full and perfect purgation by his blood, that die in his faith! Is not all our trust in the blood of Christ, that we be cleansed, purged, and washed thereby? And will you have us now to forsake our faith in Christ, and bring us to the pope’s purgatory to be washed therein; thinking that Christ’s blood is an imperfect lee or soap that washeth not clean?5


Purgatory was an untenable doctrine for Cranmer precisely because it sought purgation by a means other than Christ’s blood. It diminished the finished work of Christ by insisting Christ’s work was actually something unfinished. Worse yet, this unfinished work was to be completed not by Jesus but by the believer. Cranmer would have seen this as a complete reversal of Paul—not Christ, but I; not by faith, but by works. Sola fide, for Cranmer, stood above eschatology as a governor, a sentinel which would guard and protect what doctrine would pass through the gates of sound teaching. Put another way, justification for Cranmer was an integrated doctrine: sola fide was not merely a soteriological reality; it was eschatological as well.




GOSPEL-CENTERED SACRAMENTOLOGY: CRANMER ON THE LORD’S SUPPER

While much of the landscape of Cranmer’s sacramentology appears to have already been mined,6 we find only a few of those efforts drilling past the depths of politics, metaphysics, medieval philosophy, and even biblical prooftexting to its subterranean bedrock.7 While all the above influences are certainly at play in Cranmer’s thought, we might observe with some scholars a more fundamental conviction that lay at the base of his eventual sacramental landing place—Cranmer’s understanding of justification—which could provide a more helpful and thorough explanation for the “why” of his mature sacramental thinking. Peter Brooks’s study of Cranmer’s sacramentology concludes that Cranmer built “his whole sacramental superstructure on that doctrine basic to all Reformed theology—the concept of justificatio sola fide.” Likewise Gordon Jeanes could comfortably say at the outset of his extensive analysis that Cranmer’s “sacramental theology evolved in the context of his understanding of justification.” And, most notably, Ashley Null’s conclusion after thorough inquiry into Cranmer’s thinking is that “ultimately, Cranmer’s Eucharistic teaching was determined by his doctrine of justification.”8

What we want to observe here is that Cranmer subsumed his sacramentology under his soteriology.9 It is telling, for instance, that in the 1547 Book of Homilies, which were intended by Cranmer to be the total homiletical content of nearly all English pulpits under his leadership and England’s “doctrinal plumb line,”10 there is no considerable focus on the sacraments.11 Instead, there is an intense focus on the doctrine of justification by faith alone, garnering the attention of three of six central doctrinal homilies: “Of the salvation of all mankind,” “Of the true and lively faith,” and “Of good works.”12 Perhaps all this is a nod to Cranmer’s thinking: when justification is rightly preached alongside a well-ordered liturgy, the sacramental discussion is much more rightly framed. Let us observe how this might be so by exploring the way Cranmer defines a sacrament and articulates its purpose, which in turn will help us see why he argues against superstition, transubstantiation, and the medieval understanding of the priesthood.

Cranmer’s definition of a sacrament. Ashley Null’s research yields this conclusion: Cranmer defined a sacrament as “only something that the New Testament recorded as being commanded by Christ for the forgiveness of sins.”13 It is typically Protestant to note, against the Roman Catholic system of seven sacraments, that a sacrament is only something which is explicitly commanded and instituted by Christ (ruling out unction, marriage, and the like). But Cranmer’s even more pointed criterion is nothing other than justification itself—that which is “commanded by Christ for the forgiveness of sins.”14 This criterion is evident in Cranmer’s treatment of the Lord’s Supper in the parliamentary debate of 1548. Commenting there on the phrase hoc est corpus meum, he responds, “He that maketh a will bequeaths certain legacies, and this is our legacy: Remission of sins, which those only receive that are members of his body.”15 We also hear it in Cranmer’s response to Henry’s corrections of the Bishops’ book on why marriage cannot be a sacrament. The Archbishop argues against Henry’s articulation of the virtue and efficacy of the seven sacraments thus: “The causes [of grace] may not be well applied to matrimony: that it should be, as the other [sacraments] were, by the manifest institution of Christ: or, that it is of necessity to salvation: or, that thereby we should have the forgiveness of sins, renovation of life, and justification, &c.”16 When it comes particularly to baptism and the Lord’s Supper, we find Cranmer time and again at pains to establish this evangelical grounding for his sacramental convictions. In other words, the purpose of a sacrament, according to Cranmer, is to preach the gospel.17 In fact, in discussions differentiating the two Protestant sacraments from the seven of medieval theology, Cranmer would call baptism and the Lord’s Supper “sacramentes of the gospell.”18

Cranmer’s understanding of the purpose of a sacrament: the theology of promise. It is precisely at this point of sacramentology where we might first observe how similar Cranmer’s articulation of the gospel is to Martin Luther’s, focusing particularly on the idea central to the Wittenberg reformer’s understanding of sola fide: faith is that which lays hold of God’s promises. There may be no better summary of this theology of promise than Luther’s The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520) and passages in Melanchthon’s Loci Communes (1521). It is telling, in the former, that the center of Luther’s theology of justification—promissio19—was articulated in a sacramental discussion. The reason that the sacrifice of the mass was an untenable doctrine was because justification was indeed sola fide, through the promise: “If the mass is a promise . . . then access to it is to be gained, not with any works, or powers, or merits of one’s own, but by faith alone. For where there is the Word of the promising God, there must necessarily be the faith of the accepting man.”20 In the Loci Communes, Luther’s compatriot defines the gospel most succinctly as “the promise of God’s grace, blessing, and kindness through Christ.”21 Later, after tracing faith from Adam and Eve, to the Patriarchs, to Noah, through David, Melanchthon concludes: “The word that faith trusts is simply the promise of God’s mercy and grace.”22 Likewise, we find that in Melanchthon’s 1531 Apology of the Augsburg Confession the language of “promise” is used liberally, especially throughout Article IV (on justification) where “promise” is often interchanged with “gospel,” or at least features as the chief term in defining the gospel.23

That Cranmer is clued in to this promise-centered soteriology is evident throughout his work in the 1530s and 1540s. In his Homily on Scripture, Cranmer says that the Bible’s strength is in its “power to convert through God’s promise.”24 Elsewhere in his Homily on Salvation: “Faith doth directly send us to Christ for remission of our sins, and that by faith given us of God we embrace the promise of God’s mercy and of the remission of our sins.”25 Almost a decade earlier, in a passage that sounds very Lutheran, Cranmer responds to Henry with this definition of faith: “He that hath assured hope and confidence in Christ’s mercy hath already entered into a perfect faith, and not only hath a will to enter into it. For perfect faith is nothing else but assured hope and confidence in Christ’s mercy: and after it followeth, that he shall enter into perfect faith by undoubted trust in God, in his words and promise.”26

In Cranmer’s exhortation preceding the 1544 Litany, which might well function as an early manifesto of all of the Archbishop’s liturgical work, we hear the language of promise liberally used:


Our father in heaven, of his mere mercy and infinite goodness, hath bounden himself by his own free promise . . .

But now good Christian people, that by the true use of prayer we may obtain and enjoy his gracious promise of aid, comfort, and consolation, in all our affairs and necessities . . .

We must, upon consideration of our heavenly Father’s mercy and goodness towards us, and of his everlasting truth, and free promise made unto us in his own holy word, conceive a full affiance, hope, and trust.27



Turning now to the sacraments, what we discover dominating the landscape of Luther’s and Melanchthon’s teaching is precisely this same promise-theology. Selections from Melanchthon: “Sacraments or signs of God’s mercy have been added to the promises . . . and they have a most certain testimony that God’s goodwill applies to us”;28 “The signs of Baptism and participation in the Lord’s Supper have been added to the promises as the autographs of Christ, so that Christians may be certain that their sins are forgiven”;29 “In the Scriptures signs are added to the promises as seals, both to remind us of the promises and to serve as sure testimonies of God’s goodwill toward us, confirming that we will certainly receive what God has promised”;30 “Nothing can be called a sacramental sign except those signs that have been attached to God’s promises”;31 “In the church the Lord’s Supper was instituted that our faith might be strengthened by the remembrance of the promises of Christ.”32

In 1526, Luther articulated that the same promises preached corporately in a sermon are re-preached individually in the Lord’s Supper:

When I preach his death, it is in a public sermon in the congregation, in which I am addressing myself to no one individually; whoever grasps it, grasps it. But when I distribute the sacrament, I designate it for the individual who is receiving it; I give him Christ’s body and blood that he may have forgiveness of sins, obtained through his death, and preached in the congregation. This is something more than the congregational sermon; for although the same thing is present in the sermon as in the sacrament, here is the advantage that it is directed at definite individuals. In the sermon one does not point out or portray any particular person, but in the sacrament it is given to you and to me in particular, so that the sermon comes to be our own.33


This “same thing present” in sermon and sacrament is understood by Luther to be this justifying word of forgiveness—God’s promise. It is precisely for this reason that Luther could not imagine leaving the Roman mass liturgically untouched for, especially in its late medieval theological and liturgical context, the mass obscured the gospel. It made the sacrament a work rather than a gift, a means of earning rather than a word of promise. Bryan Spinks observes:

For Luther, the canon is a serious problem. It is in fact something that is incompatible with the gospel, and has in fact taken the place of the gospel. . . . Luther believed the gospel to be a declaration of the love and forgiveness of God—of what God had done for us. The canon, however, is preoccupied with what we are doing for God. It was precisely this which meant that the canon was incompatible with the doctrine of justification.34


Debates about Cranmer’s sacramentology have often failed to observe Luther’s identical line of thinking in Cranmer’s. Perhaps this is due to the fact that the debate has centered around sacramental presence, where the mature Cranmer, taking a Reformed position, was in disagreement with Luther.35 This disagreement has obscured what is actually a more fundamental agreement about the sacramental purpose—to freely give out the promises of God to his people. Once this is recognized, we begin to see echoes of Luther and Melanchthon all over Cranmer’s writing. In the Ten Articles of 1536, Cranmer describes baptism as necessarily including “firm credence and trust in the promise of God adjoined to the said sacrament.”36 In 1550, Cranmer would describe that true reception of the Lord’s Supper was a “sacramental feeding in Christ’s promises.”37 Again, according to Cranmer, a sacrament’s purpose is that God might “assure [the believer] by the promise of his word.”38 As Caroline Stacey summarized Cranmer’s sacramental theology: “The gospel promises do not point to the sacraments as special means of grace, but rather the sacraments are really visible showings of the gospel promises, as preaching is an audible showing of the same promises . . . they do not ‘add grace’ to the gospel.”39 Indeed, they give the gospel of grace.

The net effect of this insight is that the same gospel of justification by faith alone which drove the sacramental thinking of Luther dominated Cranmer’s thought process as well. The purpose of the sacraments, according to Cranmer, was to preach the gospel, particularly by giving the promises of God. Suddenly, sense is made of the fact that in the 1552 Prayer Book Cranmer loaded both sacramental rites with promise-theology. Stephen Sykes notes the unprecedented rise in “promise” language throughout the baptism liturgy of 1552, concluding that “the historical reason [for this] has doubtless much to do with the promissory emphasis of Luther’s sacramental theology.”40 In Holy Communion, Cranmer architected the Comfortable Words to follow Absolution—the Comfortable Words being nothing other than four bald promises of God.41 It is clear that for Cranmer, his sacramentology is governed by the gospel, rendering an outlook succinctly described by Ashley Null as “justification and Holy Communion sola fide.”42 J. I. Packer summarizes:

For [Cranmer], as for all the Reformers, the doctrine of justification by faith alone compelled a drastic rethinking of the sacraments. For if sacraments are really means of grace . . . and if grace means the apprehended reality of one’s free forgiveness, acceptance, adoption, in and through Christ, and if grace is received by faith, and if faith is essentially trust in God’s promise, then the sacraments must be thought of as rites which display and confirm the promises of the gospel, and as occasions for faith’s exercise and deepening. From this it will follow that, instead of the gospel being really about the sacraments, as means for conveying specific spiritual blessings given no other way (the Medieval thesis), the sacraments are really about the gospel, in the sense that they hold forth visibly the same promises.43


Superstition and transubstantiation as gospel-issues. With sola fide established as the governor of Cranmer’s sacramentology, we can now revisit other loci of Cranmer’s sacramental argumentation and hear afresh this same governor featured there. Many have observed how the mature Cranmer was allergic to what he and the other Reformers described as “superstition.” But were such attitudes merely the byproducts of the new humanist rationality and the early modernist outlook? For Cranmer, while this rationale was doubtless at play,44 when it came to grappling with the metaphysics of bread and wine, his stated reasoning had far less to do with humanist disdain for medieval primitive practice and far more to do with the gospel. It is sola fide which motivates statements like these that seek to distinguish the elements themselves from what they signified and sealed: “Consider and behold my body crucified for you; that eat and digest in your minds. Chaw you upon my passion, be fed with my death. This is the true meat, this is the drink that moisteneth. . . . The bread and the wine which be set before your eyes are only declarations of me, but I myself am the eternal food.”45 Superstition, aided and abetted by the doctrine of transubstantiation which said that the bread and wine substantially turned into the body and blood of Christ, was problematic not because it was antiquated or thought unfit for modern, rational thinking. Instead, these practices were manifestations of a more fundamental loss of scriptural truth, particularly the truth of justification by faith alone. In Cranmer’s argumentation, if bread and wine are transubstantiated, people can receive Christ by means other than faith. They can receive Christ and be united to him substantially by simply physically eating the sacrament.46 This further makes sense of why in the debates on transubstantiation in sixteenth-century England the location of Christ was ultimately an issue of the gospel. In Cranmer’s understanding, the book of Hebrews locates Christ bodily in heaven, and in heaven for a purpose—that he might live to intercede for believers as he declares his finished work before the Father (Heb 7:25). This good news of Christ’s heavenly intercession is in his mind jeopardized, which is why he says, “Our faith is not to believe him to be in bread and wine, but that he is in heaven.”47 For Cranmer, transubstantiation pulls Christ away from heaven, away from the ear of the Father where intercession is to be made. Against transubstantiation, in the Archbishop’s words, communion exists not to pull Christ down, but to lift us up: “Being like eagles in this life, we should fly up into heaven in our hearts, where that Lamb is resident at the right hand of his Father, which taketh away the sins of the world.”48 The concern about superstitious practices associated with transubstantiation (reservation, elevation, and veneration of the sacrament, processions and festivals, etc.) is therefore not a relatively insignificant metaphysical one, but a life-or-death soteriological one.49 And this scheme creates a doctrinal order of priority. Contrary to medieval piety, the sacraments were not to be focused on for their sake. They were to be vehicles and servants of the gospel. For Cranmer, sola fide would govern the metaphysics of Christ’s presence at the table.

Priesthood and ecclesiology as gospel-issues. We see from yet another angle that Cranmer’s critique of medieval sacramental theology is governed by sola fide in the way he criticizes his day’s theology of the priesthood. If faith alone must be in Christ alone, any other mediator nullifies the aloneness of faith: the object of faith (Christ) must be as alone as the faith itself for justification to be truly by faith alone. Sola fide and solus Christus are joined at the hip. This is why Cranmer can thunder against the priesthood thus:

The greatest blasphemy and injury that can be against Christ, and yet universally used through the popish kingdom, is this: that the priests make their mass a sacrifice propitiatory, to remit the sins as well of themselves as of other, both quick and dead, to whom they list [i.e., desire] to apply the same. Thus, under the pretense of holiness, the papistical priests have taken upon them to be Christ’s successors, and to make such an oblation and sacrifice as never creature made but Christ alone, neither he made the same any more times than once, and that was by his death upon the cross.50


This is furthermore why Cranmer found the doctrine of apostolic succession untenable.51 It was not ultimately his disdain for Roman theology as such or even his loyalty to Henry’s authority over that of the pope. Cranmer’s gospel-governed concern was that as priests were pretending to be duplications, or “successors,” of Christ as they made a sacrifice of him,52 they take the trust and faith which should be thrown upon Christ alone and direct it to themselves. And when that happens, faith is no longer alone—the work of another, the priest, must accompany it:

For if only the death of Christ be the oblation, sacrifice, and price, wherefore our sins be pardoned, then the act or ministration of the priest cannot have the same office. Wherefore it is an abominable blasphemy to give that office or dignity to a priest which pertaineth only to Christ; or to affirm that the Church hath need of any such sacrifice; as who should say, that Christ’s sacrifice were not sufficient for the remission of our sins; or else that his sacrifice should hang upon the sacrifice of a priest. But all such priests as pretend to be Christ’s successors in making a sacrifice for him, they be his most heinous and horrible adversaries. For never no person made a sacrifice of Christ, but he himself only.53


In conclusion, we hope to allow for a kind of argument “from the greater to the lesser.” If for Cranmer sola fide indeed governed and directed the two most dominant subjects of theology and piety leading into the sixteenth century—purgatory and the sacraments—we have reason to believe that justification by faith alone would serve in the same post for many other spheres of theology. So it appears that sola fide is the governor of Cranmer’s theological decisions. We turn now, beyond how sola fide is positioned in Cranmer’s theology, to unpack how the doctrine actually works in Cranmer’s theology.
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