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INTRODUCTION


Did men and women of the Reformation century—generally speaking, the 1500s—realize how truly historic was their time? Did they feel the spiritual earthquake? We read of them in our history books and wonder.


Before the Reformation took hold, many of these people had sheltered behind the thick stone walls of candle-lit monasteries and convents scattered throughout Europe. Had they chosen differently, perhaps they could have remained there to live out quiet, everyday lives.


But of course they did not. And what began as a trickle with academic debate questions posted on the door of Luther’s Wittenberg church would burst forth within a few short months into a massive flood of change. Those monks, nuns, and ordinary believers could not escape the irresistible currents of “sola Scriptura” (scripture alone) and “sola fide” (faith alone), nor would they avoid the sometimes violent or even life-threatening consequences of stepping into the rushing Reformation river.


Five hundred years later, we do our best to trace the course of church history, knowing how easy it is to overlook the eddies and cross-currents. Because along with many inspiring examples, this stream also carried much dissent: German-speaking Lutherans who strongly disagreed with French-speaking Calvinists, or Dutch Anabaptists who attracted scorn as they prayed for peace. Reformers would argue readily and passionately among themselves about modes of baptism, icons in the sanctuary, the role of church authority, civic involvement, and the presence of Christ in communion … The list goes on.


Then there was England, which lagged only a few years behind the first waves of Reformation change in German- and French-speaking Europe. Encouraged by recognition of Protestant principles under Henry VIII and Edward VI, enthusiastic English Reformers found themselves high and dry when Queen Mary I abruptly reversed course and reasserted Catholic primacy. Though England would once again embrace the Anglican church after Mary’s death, many outspoken Protestants meanwhile had to flee for their lives to the continent. Not everyone made it.


Still, the flood of this Reformation current would prove unstoppable. God would use imperfect, often headstrong believers to renew the church throughout continental Europe, England, and the New World—despite disagreements, false starts, misunderstandings, and heated debates.


So yes, the church grew in a fresh, new way through all that and more. After all, these were people of prayer. And fortunately for those of us living so far downstream in the timeline, many men (and several women) left behind written prayers—prayers that would help us understand the essence of what truly mattered to them. Today these prayers provide some of the best and deepest insights into the Reformers’ vibrant, courageous faith.


That’s not to say the prayers have always been easy to locate. Some were buried in sermons, others sprinkled without warning into commentary or tied to the conclusion of a lecture. It’s safe to assume their writers had little or no intention of sharing such prayers beyond their immediate contemporary audience.


Yet here they are once more. And the remarkable thing is how fresh and applicable those five-hundred-year-old prayers remain today, after just a bit of editing and updated language. As the writer of Ecclesiastes so aptly reminded us, “What has been is what will be” (Ecclesiastes 1:9, ESV).


Ultimately, the prayers included in this collection shine light on some of the most heartfelt facets of the Reformers’ faith. In one prayer, for instance, Heinrich Bullinger told God, “You are the source of continual running fountains of all good graces—they never run dry.”1 Myles Coverdale begged the Lord in his prayers to “kindle our cold hearts with the fire of faith.”2 And the incandescent Martin Luther asked God to “make us feel and taste the sweetness of childlike trust, so that we may with joy call you Father.”3


Mercy. Fountains of good graces. The sweetness of childlike trust. If the Reformers were courageous spiritual warriors who stood tall in the battlefield of faith (come what may!), then in their quieter moments they also eagerly sought the simple embrace of their loving heavenly Father. They revealed a more vulnerable, needy side in these unguarded prayers. In this we, too, can take comfort.


So even if these men and women did appear somewhat stern and unyielding in historical accounts (and such qualities are relatively easy for historians to portray from a safe distance of five hundred years), God has a way of tenderizing hearts in prayer. The child in all of us makes an appearance when we’re on our knees.


With that in mind, what is the ultimate value of this collection for us today?


On one level, we gain insight into the passions and needs of fellow believers during a remarkable period of church history. That’s well enough. More than that, however, through these prayers we may also join them in a never-ending chorus. Keep in mind how the beloved wife of John Calvin, Idelette, cried out to the Lord on her deathbed in 1549: “O glorious resurrection! In you have all the faithful trusted during so many past ages, and none of them have trusted in vain. I also will hope.”4


Like Idelette, we too can hope. And this hope rises as a recurring theme throughout these prayers. Do you hear it? As we pray, we discover daily hope, as well as hope in the midst of God’s community. I also will hope! We also will hope!


May we then hope together as we pray the words of these Reformation prayers, and may we know the freedom to unashamedly reclaim these prayers as our own, in our own times of prayer.


—Robert Elmer
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THE PRAYERS









ALIVE IN YOUR GRACE


(PRAYERS OF PRAISE)







LOOKING TO THE SKY, WE PRAISE YOUR NAME


You made heaven and earth for our sake, mighty God. You made the sun and moon for our use, as though they were our servants.


Raise our minds heavenward and upward to think on your true glory, by these your blessings.


May we faithfully worship you alone, surrendering ourselves entirely to you. Even while we enjoy the benefits of all the stars—and also the entire earth—may we know that we are bound to you by so many favors, that we may be more and more roused to do what is just and right.


So we will work to glorify your name on the earth, as we enjoy the blessed glory which comes from Christ our Lord, amen.


—John Calvin







JESUS, YOUR NAME IS SWEET


Lord, your name is good! Sweet and glorious, full of health. We desire your name!


Wicked spirits cannot bear you, when they behold Jesus—either in mind, or if they hear the name actually spoken.


I sought to love Jesus, and the more I grew complete in his love, so much the sweeter and savory was his name to me. So the name of Jesus is blessed forever and ever, and so be it. Amen.


—John Wycliffe







TEACH US IN THE SCHOOL OF PRAISE


Almighty God, though we see and hear so many testimonies of your glory every day, we can be so blind and shut out all the light by our ingratitude.


Teach us to open our eyes. Yes, open them by your Spirit! Help us to spend time thinking on how many, how great, and how deep are your blessings toward us.


And while you set before us the proof of your eternal divinity, help us to excel in this school of devotion. May we learn to give you all praise, until there is nothing left to do but to glorify you alone. May we all the more grow in our ardent desire to worship you, the more you bend down to us in grace.


May we also devote ourselves to you and grow to care about this one thing: that your glory may remain and shine forth throughout all the world, through Christ our Lord, amen.


—John Calvin







TO THE GOD WHO IS BEYOND COMPREHENDING


Up with our hearts—we lift them up to you, Lord.


It is right, fitting, and due in all things, for all things, at all times, in all places, by all means, in every season, everywhere, every way, to mention you, to worship and praise you, to bless you and sing to you, to give thanks to you, and to confess our sins before you.


You are the maker, nourisher, and preserver. The governor, protector, author, and finisher of all. You are the Lord and father, king and God, the fountain of everlasting life, the treasure of eternal good things.


The heavens sing your praises with the angels and all heavenly powers. They never stop calling out your praise. So we join in from under their feet, weak and unworthy, to cry “holy, holy, holy, Lord God of hosts.”


Heaven and earth are full of your glory. We bless you for everything about you that we will never comprehend—for your Godhead, your height, your sovereignty, your almightiness and eternity, and your guidance and care.


You are my strength and my rock, my defense and my savior, my might, my shield, the source of my salvation, and my refuge. Amen.


—Lancelot Andrewes







YOUR NAME IS GREAT


Lord God Almighty, by your Spirit you have united us into your one body in the unity of the faith. You have commanded your body to give praise and thanks unto you for that bounty and kindness with which you have delivered your only begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, unto death for our sins.


Now grant that we may fulfill this command in faith, never offending or provoking you with false displays. You are the infallible truth.


Grant also that we may live purely—the way we should as your body, your children, and your family. That way, may even unbelievers learn to recognize your name and your glory.


Keep us, Lord, so your name and glory are never tarnished through the depravity of our lives.


We always pray, “Lord, increase our faith. Increase our trust in you, who lives and reigns, world without end.”


And we respond as your church: Amen.


—Huldrych Zwingli







JOINING IN THE CONCERT OF PRAISE


We praise you, Lord. Holy one, you are worthy to receive glory, honor, and power. All flesh will come to you—you hear our prayers. I come, too.


My sins have overwhelmed me. But show mercy, so I may come and give thanks and bless you with all the believers for all that you have done. Open my lips, Lord, and my mouth will speak your praise.


My soul praises you, Lord, for the goodness you have done throughout all creation. I praise you for the mercy you have shown me: body, soul, right here and now. I praise you for the mercy you have shown all humanity. For health and safety, for a quiet life.


You have not cut off my life; you have granted me breath until this hour, from childhood even until now. You have rescued me from dangers, sickness, poverty, bondage, public shame, and evil. You did not give me up to die in my sins as you waited for me to turn to you in faith. You let me turn to my heart and remember—with a measure of shame and grief, even horror at my past sins.


Give me now a larger and fuller vision of my need, Lord. You have granted me the good hope that you will melt away those sins as I repent, by your power. I call to mind your benefits, and even for those I have not known about, I confess and give thanks to you. I bless and praise you every day.


And I pray with my whole soul, with my whole mind: Glory be to you, Lord, glory to you and to your all-holy name.


Glory to you for your divine perfection. Glory to you for your incomprehensible and incomparable goodness. Glory to you for your mercy toward sinners and unworthy people—and toward me—of all sinners the most unworthy by far.


For all this and for the rest, Lord, I give you glory and praise, blessing and thanks. I join my voice in the concert of mortals and angels, of all your saints in heaven, and all your creatures in heaven or on earth—though I remain beneath their feet, an unworthy and wretched sinner.


I am your humble creature, now, in this day and hour, and every day until my last breath, and until the end of the world, forever and ever, amen.


—Lancelot Andrewes







I PASS ALL THINGS TO YOU


As I walk among the snares of this world, Lord Jesus, I pray that you would defend me from all the plagues and subtle dangers. Grant that I would contend as I should with all things that happen—by setting my eyes only on you, moving ahead unhindered in your way, and passing along all things to you.


“Make me to know your ways, O Lord; teach me your paths” (Psalm 25:4).


Amen.


—John Bradford







NO SWEETER NAME


What can be sweeter than the name of Jesus!


O blessed Jesus, would you indeed be a Jesus to me. For your holy name’s sake have compassion on me!


My life condemns me, but the name of Jesus will save me. For your name’s sake deal with me according to your name. And since you are a true and great savior, you will surely treat those who are real and great sinners with mercy.


Have mercy on me, blessed Jesus, in the day of mercy, so as not to condemn me in the day of judgment. If you will receive me in the arms of your compassion, you will not be reduced on my account. If you will allow me crumbs of your goodness, you will not be made poorer. You were born for me (Isaiah 9:6) and for me you are Jesus.


How sweet and delightful is the name of Jesus! For what is Jesus but Savior? And what real harm can happen to the saved? What beyond salvation can we seek or expect?


Receive me, O Lord Jesus, as your child, so that as your child I may praise your holy and saving name. If I have lost my original innocence through my sin, have I deprived you of your mercy? Even if I have miserably destroyed and condemned myself, can you not still compassionately save me?


Do not so regard my sins, O Lord, as to forget your own mercy. Do not so weigh and measure my offenses so they outweigh your merit. Do not so consider my evil as to overlook your own good. Do not remember wrath against a culprit, but remember your mercy toward a miserable sinner.


Lord, you have given me a desire for you, so won’t you fulfill my longing desire? You who have shown me my unworthiness and just condemnation, will you hide from me your merit and promise of eternal life? My cause must be tried before a heavenly tribunal. But it comforts me that in this court the name of savior has been given you. That blessed name was brought from heaven by the angel (Luke 2:21).


Most merciful Jesus, to whom will you be a Jesus, if not to wretched sinners seeking grace and salvation?


Those who trust in their own righteousness and holiness seek salvation in themselves. But I find in me nothing worthy of eternal life, so I flee to you as my savior. Save me, for I am condemned. Have mercy on me, for I am a sinner. Justify me, for I am unrighteous. Acquit me, for I am accused of sin.


Lord, you are the truth (John 14:6). Your name is holy and true, so let your name be true in respect to me. Be my Jesus and my savior! Be my Jesus in this life; be my Jesus in death. Be my Jesus in the last judgment and in eternal life. And surely you will be, blessed Jesus, because as you are unchangeable in essence so will you be in mercy.


Your name will not be changed, Lord Jesus, on account of one miserable sinner like me. You will not cast out anyone who comes to you. You have given me the desire to come to you, and surely you will receive me when I do come, for your words are Spirit and life (John 6:63). Amen.


—Johann Gerhard







LET OUR HEARTS PURSUE YOU, LORD CHRIST


Lord Christ, God’s only dear Son, you have sprung from the Father’s heart from eternity, as we see in the Scriptures. Morning star, you gleam brighter than all stars in the sky.


You were born of a pure virgin in the fullness of time. Your death has opened for us the gates of heaven and restored life to us.


Lord Christ, let us adore you in love, increasing in the knowledge of you. Despite our earthly weakness, let us serve you in spirit and never cease in faith, that our hearts may taste your sweetness, and ever thirst for you.


You who founded the whole world, and who, in your unbounded power and fatherly might reign over day and night—let our hearts pursue you and let us turn our minds to you, lest we stray.


Lord, kill us with your goodness. Make us alive in your grace. While we still live on this earth, take away our old nature, and replace it with new life. And may our every thought, desire, and feeling cleave to you. Amen.


—Elisabeth Cruciger







LIGHT UP MY LIFE, LORD


O Lord, you are the greatest and most true light. This day’s light and sun spring from you.


O Light, you illuminate everyone who comes into this world. You know neither evening nor night, but are always midday, clear and fair.


Without you, everything is darkness. Wisdom of the eternal, you make everything brilliant.


Father of mercies, light up my mind, that I may only see those things that please you. Blind me to all else. Help me to always walk in your ways, and grant that nothing else would be light or pleasant to me.


Light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death, lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him” (Psalm 13:3–4).


Amen.


—John Bradford







NO OTHER NAME COMES CLOSE!


O Jesus Christ, Son of God, let us not lack your favor. For what would we deserve if we, the salt, were to lose our flavor?


With an angry flame people try to destroy all traces of your name—but in vain, because your word stands sure forever.


As believers, then, God, we praise you in unity. We praise you that you have spread your word and your work abroad. No human, and no other name can withstand you.


Your word stands sure forever. We sing our glad amen!


—Balthasar Hubmaier









WE SEE YOUR GOODNESS


(PRAYERS OF RECOGNITION AND THANKS)







HOLY SPIRIT, COME!


Holy Spirit, you are worthy of all worship. In the almighty Trinity you proceed from the Father and the Son, and you are equal to either of them.


With your holy breath you cleanse our minds. You comfort us in sorrow and cheer us with pure gladness. You lead us into all truth, and you kindle the fire of love in us. You knit us together with the glue of peace, and you enrich us with gifts by which we profess the name of the Lord Jesus—by whose working all things live, and whose delight is to live in our hearts.


I ask now that you would maintain your gifts in me, and increase them daily, so that by your governance the desires of the flesh may die more and more in me, and the desire for the heavenly life would come alive and increase.


Let me pass through the misty desert of this world, with your light leading me on. May I not be defiled by Satan’s vices. And may I not be entangled with errors that disagree with your truth—delivered by the true church under your guidance.


You live and reign with the Father and the Son, amen.


—Book of Christian Prayers of 1578







MAY WE NOT MISUSE YOUR GIFTS


Generous giver of all your gifts, you give us all kinds of good things to use. Because you are pure, you give us pure things. Grant us the grace to not misuse your gifts.


Help us not to love the gifts just because you gave them to us. Instead, may we love you because you gave them. They may be necessary for a time until we come to you.


And then help us to use the gifts in a sober, pure, temperate, and holy way—because that is what you are. So we will not turn the gifts (which you have given as a kind of medicine for our bodies) into poison for our souls. But as we use the gifts with thanks, we will find them useful for body and soul.


Amen.


—John Bradford







THANK YOU FOR THE BLESSINGS OF RELATIONSHIPS


Lord, thank you for my parents, my teachers, and for so many others you have placed over me.


I cannot describe all the blessings I have received since I was born. How good you have been to me! In and by these people you have nourished, fed, instructed, corrected, defended, and most graciously kept me. You have engraved on their hearts a desire to care for me, to do me good, and to provide for me.


Be merciful now to my entire family, gracious Lord, as you know they all have need. Strengthen the hearts of all parents and other trusted authority figures, that they may serve faithfully, carefully, and diligently. And help those children they serve to then be able to respond in love, obedience, and thankfulness.


Bless our church and community as places or peace and safety, and send your peace to our homes and families. Finally, write all your laws on our hearts, we pray, that we may keep them. Amen.


—John Bradford







YOU ONLY GIVE US WHAT WE NEED


We give you thanks, Lord God, for all the benefits we continue to receive from your generous hand. You not only give us what we need in this life, but in your free mercy you have fashioned us anew into an assured hope of a far better life—declared to us in the gospel.


So we humbly ask, heavenly Father, do not let our affections be so entangled or rooted in these earthly things that will not last. Instead may we always have our minds directed to you on high, always watching for the coming of our Lord and Savior, when he will appear for our full redemption. To whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, be all honor and glory, forever and ever. So be it.


—John Knox







MAY YOUR SPIRIT BE PRESENT AS WE MEET


I appeal to you, Almighty God, that your Spirit, which you have promised us, and which you have never denied to those who are rightly gathered together in your name, may be present both with me speaking, and with those hearing.


Take away the mist of our ignorance, and cleanse our minds from the corruption of sin, so that none of us will have need to repent of our efforts.


Amen.


—Theodore Beza







THANK YOU FOR YOUR GIFTS OF GRACE


O Lord, my Lord, I give you thanks for my being, for my life. Thank you for nurturing, protecting, and guiding me. Thank you for teaching me, for freedom, and for faith.


For your gifts of grace, for my redemption and regeneration. For calling me and recalling me—yes, for recalling me again and again. For your patience and longsuffering to me, many times, many years, up to this day.


For success you’ve granted me, and all the good things you’ve done for me. For things present, for your promise, and for hope of the enjoyment of good things to come.


For my family and teachers, and for those who have blessed me. (I will never forget them.) For brothers and sisters in faith, thoughtful listeners, true friends, faithful co-workers.


For all who have helped me by what they have written and preached, for conversations, prayers, examples, rebukes, injuries.… For all these, and all others which I know, which I know not, for things open and hidden, for that which I’ve remembered and forgotten, or done when I wished—and even when I did not wish, I bless you, Lord. And I will bless. I give thanks to you, Lord. And I will give thanks, all the days of my life.


Who am I that you should look on someone like me? How could I ever pay you back, Lord, for all the benefits you have given me? What thanks could I ever give you for sparing me, and bearing with me?
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