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Preface and Acknowledgements






One of the more remarkable developments of recent years has been the return of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer (BCP) to the forefront of Anglican self-awareness. For the first 300 years of its existence, the 1662 prayer book was virtually unchallenged as the supreme manifestation of Anglican devotional piety, even though by the early twentieth century various revised forms of it had been produced and were increasingly being used, especially outside England. In some places, like Scotland and the United States, an alternative prayer book tradition had been in existence for centuries, and the 1662 book was less influential, but they were exceptions to the rule, and partial ones at that. Elsewhere, the liturgy adopted after the restoration of the monarchy in Britain in 1660, slightly modified and expanded from the one that had been suppressed in 1645, was the standard text, universally recognised as such and frequently praised as a monument of English literature. As late as 1965, it was still possible for Stella Brook to publish The Language of the Book of Common Prayer, a study of the way in which the prayer book had established itself as a literary classic.1 Mrs Brook knew that major liturgical revision was on the way but that it had not yet progressed very far, and her readership was still familiar with the cadences of the seventeenth-century text.


A generation and a half later, the world that she inhabited has disappeared. Today it is mostly only worshippers over 70 who are intimately familiar with the 1662 rite, and many of them have forgotten large parts of it. To younger people it is often an alien relic, not unlike the King James Bible, which they may hear intoned from time to time but with which they are only noddingly acquainted. It is not so much the content that is unfamiliar as the style and language in which it is presented. The ‘thees’ and ‘thous’ of the original, still lovingly preserved in early and mid-twentieth-century revisions, have disappeared and, with them, the sense of religious ‘otherness’ that had both attracted and repelled the generations that grew up with them.


The linguistic changes that have occurred in the past several years have made the greatest impression, because they are so obvious and (to those who know the original texts by heart) disconcerting. However, more important have been the theological changes, many of which have gone unnoticed by the undiscerning, which have taken us away from our Reformation moorings. The 1662 prayer book is not above criticism, nor is it immune to possible improvement, as its seventeenth-century critics already pointed out. Nevertheless, for all its defects – real and imaginary – it conveys the Gospel message in scriptural tones to a degree that none of its proposed substitutes has been able to equal. It is the desire to recapture that emphasis that has driven the recent urge to recover it for modern use; and it is for that reason, above all, that it ought to be restored to the regular worship of the Church.


In the early twentieth century, when discontent with the 1662 prayer book was starting to impact the Church of England, two clergymen, Charles Neil (1841-1924) of St Mary’s, Stamford Brook, and James Mason Willoughby (1867-1918) of St Luke’s, West Hampstead, collaborated to produce The Tutorial Prayer Book.2 They recognised that they had inherited two generations of liturgical study, much of it learned, some of it biased in favour of a militant Anglo-Catholicism, but virtually all of it inaccessible to the general reader. They saw the need for something more serviceable, which they described as follows:


The aim of the present undertaking, as the title indicates, is to act in the capacity of a private tutor, whose duty it is to help the reader over difficult stiles, to furnish him with essentials, to elucidate the subject in a systematic manner, to keep him well abreast of the latest investigations, and throughout to consider his interests as a student.3


The Tutorial Prayer Book appeared in 1912 and was an immediate best-seller, with 5,000 copies sold in ten months. A second edition was called for and was published in 1913, happily embracing a number of suggestions that had been made to the authors in the meantime. That edition was periodically reprinted for half a century and is now available once more in a print-on-demand format. Those who know of it find it invaluable but, although its aims have stood the test of time, it must be admitted that much of it is now out of date. The controversies of that era have either disappeared or changed character so much that it is hard for the uninitiated to follow some of their arguments. The Church is no longer torn by debates over the true meaning of the prayer book’s rubrics, for example, and, although some notice must be taken of them, they no longer occupy centre stage in the way that they once did.


It also has to be recognised that the 1662 book can no longer be used quite as readily as it was a century ago, even by those who are able to overcome the (greatly exaggerated) barriers of language. Furthermore, what was originally designed for the Church of England cannot be transposed into a worldwide Anglican Communion without some adjustment, nor can the theological and liturgical research of the past century be ignored. One obvious example of the 1662 book’s datedness can be seen in its baptismal rites, of which it contains no fewer than three. The first is the rite for the public baptism of infants, the second is one for their private baptism and the third – added almost as an afterthought in 1662 – is for the baptism of those who are ‘of riper years’. It was included partly because the upheavals of the English Civil War had left a number of children unbaptised and partly because overseas expansion had led to the conversion of natives in other parts of the world.


Today, the private baptism of infants is discouraged and the public baptism of professing adults has become much more common, even in the lands of historic Christendom. More importantly, though, we now acknowledge that, in theological terms, the baptism of professing believers is primary and that its application to infants must be seen in that light. The 1662 order of priorities has been inverted, not by liturgical revision or advance, but by historical studies that have recovered the practice of the Early Church and made it normative for subsequent generations. Of course, none of this affects the basic doctrine of baptism, which remains unchanged. Much the same can be said for the rest of the prayer book. The underlying message is still the same today but circumstances have often made it necessary (or at least desirable) to present it in a different way.


The basic problem we face is that the 1662 rite has become frozen over time. It is embedded in the law of England and, short of disestablishment, that situation is unlikely to change. In other parts of the world, conditions are now so different that English usage is no longer appropriate or even possible. This is most obvious in the prayers for the Sovereign and the royal family, which abound in the prayer book but are inapplicable in non-Commonwealth countries, where there are now large numbers of Anglicans. There are also other archaisms that crop up here and there which puzzle the uninitiated and sometimes lead to curious anomalies. Perhaps the most famous of these is the rubric in the service of Holy Communion that requires the celebrant to stand at the ‘north end’ of the table. This made sense when the table was spread lengthwise down the church but is odd when it is removed to the place traditionally occupied by the medieval altar. Why should the celebrant stand to the left of the table (the ‘north end’) instead of behind it, facing the congregation (the so-called ‘westward’ position)? Of course, that is what most celebrants now do; but it is contrary to the strict guidelines of the prayer book and there are still some parishes that adhere to them, even though common sense would recommend otherwise.


In the liturgical controversies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, observances of this kind were matters of contention between the warring parties, with defenders of the 1662 book tending to insist that no change of any kind should be allowed, while others moved progressively away from a modest updating of the text towards something quite new. Nowadays it is safe to say that everybody accepts that some degree of change is overdue, that new prayers and forms of worship should be permitted, and that a certain reordering of the material is desirable. Can this be achieved without disturbing the fundamental principles on which the 1662 book was constructed?


Recently an attempt to do just that has been undertaken in the United States by Samuel Bray and Drew Keane, who have worked in the context of a divided American Anglicanism. They have recognised the central importance of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer for the Church as a whole and have produced an International Edition that is specifically designed to address these difficulties and resolve them.4 It is still too early to tell whether their effort will succeed. However, they have demonstrated that modest and sensitive revision is possible and that the classical text can be recovered for modern use if it is handled properly. At the very least, they have shown what can be done and paved the way for others who may want to develop their work further. In the meantime, their achievement has provided the inspiration for a modern guide to the 1662 book that will make it more accessible to our present generation in the way that the authors of The Tutorial Prayer Book did for theirs.


In seeking to achieve this aim, this Companion follows the order of the 1662 book, beginning with the prefatory material and following that with the daily offices (Morning and Evening Prayer), the order for the Lord’s Supper (Holy Communion or the Eucharist), the rites of Christian initiation (baptism, catechism, confirmation), the occasional pastoral services, the accession service and the Ordinal. The last two are not officially part of the Book of Common Prayer but, as they are almost always printed with it, it seems wrong to exclude them.5 The history of the prayer book at the beginning and the Bibliography at the end are completely new, although older works that are still of value have been included in the latter. It is beyond the scope of any reasonably sized guide to the 1662 book to include all the many liturgical developments that have occurred in the past century or more, especially those that have taken place outside England. Some attention has been given to the more important of them, especially those that impinge on the prayer book in some way, but a comprehensive study of these modern texts must await a different volume.


My thanks for preparing this Companion go first to the Latimer Trust, which sponsored the project from the beginning, and to Adrian Brink of James Clarke & Co., who kindly agreed to publish it. I owe a considerable debt to Dorothy Luckhurst, my copy-editor, who corrected a number of errors and made some invaluable suggestions for improving the text. I am also full of admiration for the professionalism of Samuel Fitzgerald, who has seen the volume through the press and greatly improved the style and presentation at numerous points. Finally, I must mention my longsuffering students at Beeson Divinity School, who unconsciously acted as guinea pigs when I was preparing the material and who made me aware of what was needed to make it truly useful to those who love the Prayer Book and want to study it seriously. It is to them – Benjamin Bisgrove, Colby Brandt, Zachary Clemmons, Jacob Collins, Teal Cuellar, Chase Edgar, Eric Henningfeld, Cody Prewitt, Lukas Stock, Jason Varnadore, Jared Willett and Damien Zink – that this Companion is dedicated with affection and deep gratitude.





1.  S. Brook, The Language of the Book of Common Prayer (London: Andre Deutsch, 1965).


2.  C. Neil and J.M. Willoughby (eds), The Tutorial Prayer Book: For the Teacher, the Student, and the General Reader (London: The Harrison Trust, 1912).


3.  Ibid., p. v.


4.  S.L. Bray and D.N. Keane, The 1662 Book of Common Prayer: International Edition (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2021).


5.  The accession service is not included in the International Edition.












Chapter 1






History of the Book of Common Prayer




What Is the Book of Common Prayer?


The Book of Common Prayer, or simply the prayer book, is the name given by Anglicans to the principal liturgical resource that they use in the public (and sometimes also in the private) worship of God. As such it is not a single book, but a collection of different volumes that have emerged over time as successive generations and independent Anglican Churches have adapted them for their own use. Having said that, there is a definite family resemblance among them and a genealogy that can be traced back to the first prayer book, which appeared in 1549. Since that time, the book has evolved along different lines, which may be classified as follows:


The mainstream tradition. This encompasses the revision of the 1549 Book of Common Prayer that was undertaken almost immediately and led to a second edition in 1552. Within the Churches of England and Ireland the 1552 prayer book is the direct ancestor of all the subsequent revisions. The first of these occurred in 1559, the second in 1604 and the third in 1662. The 1662 Book of Common Prayer has remained the definitive standard in the Church of England and has been more widely influential in the Anglican world than any other version. In recent years it has come to be recognised as the ‘classical’ Anglican liturgy that sets the benchmark for all those that have followed. This is particularly important for matters concerning church doctrine, which often depend on the 1662 prayer book for illustration.


The alternative tradition. This also harks back to 1549 but treats it as an independent source of liturgy. One or two features of 1549 were incorporated into the 1559 prayer book, and thus became part of the mainstream tradition, but they did not affect its essential character, which was squarely based on 1552. The first liturgy that effectively bypassed 1552 was the Scottish liturgy of 1637. The 1637 prayer book was stillborn as far as actual use was concerned but elements from it were incorporated into the 1662 rite and it was also used for later Scottish and American liturgies. To this day, the liturgical tradition of the Scottish Episcopal Church and of the American Episcopal Church (with its various offshoots) descends directly from 1549 and is less influenced by 1552/1662 than are the prayer books of most other Anglican Churches, although this independence should not be exaggerated. It is only since 1911 in Scotland, and 1928 in the USA, that the prayer book of the Episcopal Churches in those countries has diverged significantly from the 1662 rite, and that is at least as much the result of modern liturgical studies as it is of any traditional adherence to 1549 or 1637.


The local adaptations. For the most part, these are translations of the 1662 book and/or modifications of it that have been made in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In England, 1662 remains the official standard and all subsequent liturgies are supplementary to it. Elsewhere, local Anglican Churches have been able to replace the 1662 book with prayer books of their own but, with few exceptions, these are mainly derived from 1662, which continues to form a backdrop to them.


Until the 1960s liturgical revision in the Anglican world was generally conservative and the 1662 prayer book was familiar, or at least easily recognisable, to the majority of Anglicans worldwide. In the past generation, regular use of the 1662 book has declined dramatically, even in England, where relatively few people now use it as the basis for their daily or weekly worship. Unfortunately, this change has led to a situation in which most Anglicans are no longer at home with one of the basic texts of their tradition, with the result that different branches of the Anglican world have become more distant from one another. The forces of liturgical ‘renewal’, often ecumenical in nature, combined with theological developments, and even (in some cases) a nationalism disguised as ‘contextualisation’ or ‘indigenisation’, have conspired to drive Anglicans away from 1662 and apart from each other. Many congregations have despaired of formal liturgy altogether and have composed their own services which may range from being some variation or combination of an approved rite or rites to a free pattern that may appear to be quite ‘non-liturgical’. A simple return to 1662 is no longer possible and probably not desirable either. Modern traditionalists too easily forget that the 1662 prayer book was not universally accepted at the time it was produced, that pressure for revising it continued for some years and that it was largely because of the fear of further division, coupled with inertia, that it survived and dominated the field for as long as it did.


Today the seventeenth-century English attracts some but repels others, creating new fault lines that are difficult to overcome. It is hard to generalise but, on the whole, it seems that those who cling to the older forms of language are less inclined to appreciate the theology that the prayer book articulates, whereas those who would accept the latter in principle want to express it in more contemporary ways. Translated versions of the 1662 book escape this problem to some extent, because they are not bound to the forms of the original. A comparison might be made with something like John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, which is readily available in modern English translations, but not in French ones. This is because Calvin wrote in both Latin and French, which makes it difficult to modernise the latter without running the risk of altering what he originally intended. The result is that French-speakers are forced to read Calvin in sixteenth-century prose, whereas English-speakers can make him our linguistic contemporary. Something analogous to this is also the case with translations of the 1662 prayer book; what sounds archaic to an English-speaker does not come across that way in other languages, which are free to update their translations as and when they wish. This is one reason why versions of the 1662 book used in parts of the developing world do not come across as ‘old-fashioned’ and the demand for modernisation is not felt as strongly as it can be in the English-speaking world.


Having said that, English remains the working language of the Anglican Communion, which means that the original text retains an influence that it might not otherwise have. This confronts commentators with a particular challenge. It makes no sense to study a modernised version of the 1662 text in detail, especially since the modernisations are not great enough to constitute a different language, but, at the same time, students must be alerted to archaic linguistic phenomena that may interfere with their understanding. This problem is compounded by different levels of education and exposure to the language. Native speakers who have studied classical English literature (like Shakespeare, for example) will not have the same difficulties as those who have not. Those who have mastered English as a second language may be perfectly at home in its modern form but unfamiliar with earlier stages to which they have not been exposed. There is a dilemma here that cannot easily or satisfactorily be resolved in a way that will satisfy everyone. The only practical approach for a companion of this kind is to stick with the original text and explain its difficulties as they arise, proposing alternative forms only when they are clearly necessary. This is not meant to encourage a kind of seventeenth-century fundamentalism that resists all change as a matter of principle, but rather to ensure that such changes as are made retain (as far as possible) the spirit of the original. It is with that aim in view that the present Companion to the Book of Common Prayer has been written.







Before the Reformation





The Jewish Legacy



The 1662 prayer book is the heir of a long tradition of worship that goes back to the earliest days of Christianity and, even before that, to the cultic practices of ancient Israel. In very early times devotion to God was associated with the prayers and sacrifices made by prominent individuals, notably, by the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They bequeathed the memory of their activities to subsequent generations but there was no official pattern of worship that the later Israelites were expected to follow. That did not emerge until the time of Moses and Aaron, respectively, the lawgiver and his elder brother, the high priest, who received detailed instructions from God about how the people should worship him. The bulk of these instructions focussed on what would later, in the time of King Solomon, become the Temple at Jerusalem. The first Temple, built in the tenth century BC, was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC but rebuilt 70 years later. This second Temple became the uncontested centre of the Jewish world until it too was destroyed, this time by the Romans, in AD 70.1 This was the Temple that we find in the New Testament, where Jesus preached and where his disciples, the first Apostles, worshipped. Even the Apostle Paul went to the Temple when he was in Jerusalem, which shows that that must have been a common practice among Jewish Christians as long as the building survived.2


Having said that, it is clear from the New Testament that Temple worship had been superseded by the coming of Christ, who identified his body with the Temple and interpreted its rituals as types of his own suffering and atoning death.3 The destruction of the physical Temple therefore had little direct impact on the Christian Church, which had already incorporated its functions into its own spiritual life. Jesus Christ had combined in his own person the role of both the high priest and the sacrificial victim, thereby making atonement not only for the sins of Israel but for the whole world – past, present and future. What had previously been done once a year in symbolic form was now accomplished once and for all in eternity. There would be no more sacrifice for sin and no further need of a Temple or its priesthood. Instead of that, the Christian Church focussed its worship on remembering what Christ had accomplished and on bringing that home to those who wished to follow him. In this vital respect, Christian worship is quite different from its Jewish predecessor, although that difference has not always been appreciated in the way that it should be.


Many early Christians interpreted the Old Testament less as a historical prelude to the coming of Christ and more as a typological representation of his eternal sacrifice within a time and space framework. That way of thinking made it possible for them to assimilate their own worship to that of the ancient Israelites. As time went on, the Church created its own priesthood which mirrored, if it did not completely replicate, that of Aaron. The parallel was never exact and it took many centuries to develop fully but, by the time of the Reformation, there was a functioning priesthood that was physically distinct from the rest of God’s people and that performed the main acts of worship on their behalf.4 The memorial of Christ’s atoning death had evolved into a re-presentation of his sacrifice, made possible by the ‘miracle of the altar’, which was the transubstantiation of bread and wine into the Lord’s body and blood.


In this respect, the New Testament priesthood was considered to be far superior to that of the Old. Whereas the descendants of Aaron were forced to search for spotless lambs that could fulfil the sacrificial demands of the law, Christian priests were able to produce their own sacrifices by consecrating the sacred elements whenever it was necessary to do so. Far from being obliged to concentrate on an annual re-enactment of Christ’s death in a single place, they were able to remember him on a daily basis wherever there was a venue suitable for the purpose. Interestingly, this did not diminish the sense of mystery that surrounded the ancient Temple rites but intensified it, by bringing the ‘miracle’ closer to the people and making it more readily available to them. However, equally important, this diffusion of the sacred did not necessarily bring Christians any closer to God. Many of them felt unworthy to partake of so great a blessing and actual Communion was usually much less frequent than it should have been. Leaving aside the priests themselves, most laymen partook of the sacrament only a few times a year at most. The Church tried to make Christmas, Easter and Pentecost (Whitsun) occasions when Communion was expected but, although they had some success with that, it was a far cry from the regular (weekly?) celebrations that we find in the New Testament.


The Reformers wanted to recover a sense of worship as the work of the whole people of God, rooted in the Old Testament as it had been fulfilled and superseded in Christ. That did not mean abandoning the Old Testament as Scripture, rather reinterpreting it in the light of the new covenant. Instead of concentrating on the ceremonial aspects of Israelite worship, which had been abolished by the coming of Christ, their focus was on the law and the prophets. The law was the moral and spiritual standard that God expected of his people, which was more important than ritual acts and even independent of them. The Old Testament is full of warnings about hypocrisy in worship and about priests who betrayed their calling by their inconsistent behaviour. That did not invalidate what they did in the Temple and elsewhere but placed it in context. The prophets reminded the people (and the priests if they were listening) what God required of them and pointed out that it was impossible to rise to His standards separately from repentance and the grace that would accompany that. If the Lord did not build the house, those who laboured at trying to build it were wasting their energy.5


It is essential to understand how the Reformers viewed the Old Testament if we are to appreciate the use they made of it in composing the prayer book. On the one hand, in the liturgy of the Lord’s Supper they were extremely careful to emphasise the once-and-for-all sacrifice that Christ made on the Cross and that was not in any way re-presented or repeated in the Communion service. On the other hand, it explains their inclusion of the Ten Commandments, not in the shorter form known as our Lord’s summary of the law but in the full text of Exodus 20:2-17, as well as their extensive use of prophetic texts in the call to worship at the beginning of the daily offices. Of the eleven Bible verses given there, three come from the prophets (Ezekiel 18:27, Joel 2:13 and Daniel 9:9-10), four from the Psalms (51:3, 51:9, 51:17 and 143:2) and one from both Jeremiah 10:24 and Psalm 6:1. By contrast, only three are taken from the New Testament.6


The range of prophets cited reveals the importance that the Reformers attached to their oracles. However, there can be no doubt that the psalter claims pride of place in the prayer book’s use of the Old Testament. Many of the suffrages (or intercessory petitions) in the daily offices are taken from it; and the entire psalter itself was assigned for monthly reading, a great increase on what had gone before. The Psalms had always been popular; but it was not until 1549 that they were included in full in daily worship and regulated in a way that provided for such frequent repetition. In earlier times the psalter had been used selectively and often thematically, and that tradition was not wholly eclipsed in the prayer book, as we can see from the inclusion of Psalm 95 in Morning Prayer and of Psalm 100 as an alternative canticle in Evening Prayer. However, what had been eclectic before 1549 now became systematic. Why?


The psalter was the song book of ancient Israel and of the Early Church. Frequent quotations from it in the New Testament attest to its familiarity. It stands out among the books of the Hebrew Bible for the way in which it expresses the entire range of human emotion in the worship of God. Many Christian commentators claimed that it was the voice of the incarnate Christ, who took on human flesh in all its dimensions, and that, in singing it, worshippers were uniting themselves with him. There is some justification for this in the way that Jesus used Psalm 22 on the Cross but this does not seem to have been the main motivation for the Reformers. What they wanted was to expose the Church to what they called ‘the whole counsel of God’, revealed in the Scriptures but put into the mouths of God’s people in the Psalms. Only by becoming familiar with all of them would it be possible to absorb the fullness of the divine revelation, and this was the Reformers’ guiding principle. So successful were they in this aim that in later revisions of the prayer book there was popular resistance to updating the psalter by providing a more accurate translation, such as was done with the Epistles and Gospels read on Sundays and holy days. Even in modern times, the pattern of the monthly reading of the Psalms and the desire to retain as much of the original translation as possible can still be felt in the prayer books that have supplemented and in places superseded the traditional Book of Common Prayer.7








The Early Church



The influence of the New Testament on the composition of the prayer book is most obvious in the Epistles and Gospels mentioned above and there is a tendency to present the biblical texts in some kind of order, particularly in the Sundays after Trinity that occupy roughly half the year. Portions of the Pauline Epistles from Romans to Colossians are read consecutively, and there are generous selections from Matthew, which was traditionally regarded as the first of the Gospels to have been written. By contrast, there is almost nothing from Mark, though both Luke and John are well represented. The Acts of the Apostles are also frequently found in lieu of an Epistle, and there are some selections from Revelation, though very few from Hebrews, which is surprising, given the liturgical relevance of that Epistle. These gaps were made up for in the lectionary, which covered almost all of the New Testament, but few ordinary worshippers would have been exposed to it because they did not attend church on a daily basis.


The most obvious use of the New Testament occurs in the institution narrative of the Lord’s Supper, where a large part of 1 Corinthians 11, along with passages from the Gospels, are incorporated more or less verbatim. The canticles in Luke’s Gospel also find a place in the daily offices, with the Magnificat and the Nunc dimittis being provided at Evening Prayer. By far the most frequently used New Testament text is the Lord’s Prayer, which occurs, sometimes more than once (both with and without the doxology) in virtually every service in the prayer book. It is the ultimate call to prayer and reflects the petition of Jesus’ disciples, who are recorded as having asked him how they should pray. In response, Jesus is said to have given them the prayer that we now use, though there is some indication from the shorter alternative found in Luke 11:2-4 that the Matthaean text represents a developed form designed for liturgical purposes. The presence of this version, complete with the doxology, in the Didache, a very early Christian manual that is almost contemporary with the apostles, reinforces that view.8 Whether Jesus himself elaborated it, or whether his disciples put it together from his words we cannot say but, either way, the Lord’s Prayer brings us as close to his teaching on prayer as we are able to get.


How far the pattern of worship of the earliest Christian communities foreshadowed liturgical developments in later times is impossible to determine, because concrete evidence is lacking. The Reformers wanted to be as ‘biblical’ as possible but they had little to go on beyond some basic principles. These included regular meeting for worship, the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the singing of Psalms and prayer, much of which seems to have been ex tempore. Within those parameters there would have been a fair degree of uniformity across the Church, but the guidelines are so general that it is unlikely that there was anything resembling a standard form of service of the kind that we would recognise today.


We know that the Early Church had a trinitarian pattern of questions that were asked of candidates for baptism and examples of these have been preserved from many different places. It is often thought that there is a relationship between these baptismal questions and the creeds, in particular the so-called Apostles’ Creed, embryonic forms of which can be traced as far back as the late second and early third centuries. The Apostles’ Creed is included in the daily offices in the prayer book, but this is because it found its way there in the time of Charlemagne (747-814) by which time its original connection with baptism had been forgotten.


Here we come up against a phenomenon that characterises the Book of Common Prayer and that must be understood if its relationship to the Early Church is to be properly appreciated. It was the boast of many leading Anglo-Catholic liturgists in the nineteenth century that the Book of Common Prayer contains prayers and other liturgical elements that go back to earliest times, and in a sense that is true. However, the relationship between the origin of a prayer and its later use is not always what it might appear to be on the surface. Just as it is possible to find stonework in houses and other buildings that was taken from medieval monasteries when the latter were dissolved, so we can detect elements from the pre-Reformation Church that have been incorporated into the prayer book, though often in ways that bear little resemblance to their sources. Sometimes, as with the Apostles’ Creed, the Reformers simply continued earlier practices without enquiring too deeply into their provenance, of which both they and their contemporaries were largely ignorant. On other occasions, they quarried from the rich resources of medieval times, often modifying and reshaping their material to suit their own purposes. We must not be surprised that they did so, since people tend to work with what they have to hand, but neither should we be misled, as some of the early Anglo-Catholics were, into positing a continuity with the pre-Reformation Church that is more apparent than real.


On the whole, the Reformers were glad when they found evidence in the Early Church for what they believed – but they did not hesitate to ignore or discard what did not fit their agenda. Devotion to ancient forms of the kind that might nowadays be called ‘patristic fundamentalism’ is a modern phenomenon that was largely unknown to them, despite their eagerness to probe the sources of Christian teaching and practice. Their only canonical authority was the Holy Scriptures and anything that could not be found in them, or justified by them, could freely be dismissed or altered on the ground that it had fallen away from the pure standards of God’s revelation. This observation is particularly pertinent because much of the criticism that has been levelled against the prayer book in recent times has concentrated on the evidence of early liturgies that modern enthusiasts have promoted as being somehow more ‘authentic’ than the sources used by the Reformers.


Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) and his contemporaries were aware of many of these ancient liturgies and, like others in the sixteenth century, they took them at face value. Thus, we find that Cranmer borrowed a prayer from the liturgy of St Chrysostom, which is still the one most frequently used in the Eastern Orthodox Churches today. He put it at the end of the litany and later on it was added to both Morning and Evening Prayer as well. John Chrysostom (347-407) was a great preacher and teacher in his day, who paid with his life for his opposition to the emperor and his court. He was very popular with the Reformers, who saw him as a model for their own ministries; and it may be for that reason that Cranmer was inclined to borrow from him. Today, however, we know that the liturgy that bears his name was a later composition and we also know that the same prayer can be found in the less well-known liturgy of St Basil, which almost certainly was composed by Basil of Caesarea (329-79) and may therefore have been known to Chrysostom. In other words, the material itself is ancient but the prayer book’s attribution of it to John is misleading.


Complexities of this kind abound when studying ancient liturgies and great caution is required before making pronouncements about them. Eighteenth-century critics of the prayer book relied heavily on the so-called Clementine liturgy, supposedly composed by Clement of Rome before AD 100 and transmitted to us in the eighth book of the Apostolic Constitutions, which claim a similarly primitive origin. We now know that this is false and that the material in question has heretical tendencies associated with fourth-century Arianism, but this knowledge did not stop it from having an influence on early revisions of the prayer book. Similarly, in more recent times, some liturgists have made great play of the so-called Apostolic Tradition, which they attributed to Hippolytus of Rome (early third century), although this theory is now hotly contested and rejected by most mainstream scholars. However, as with the Apostolic Constitutions before it, ‘Hippolytus’ has been allowed to influence modern liturgical revision to an extraordinary degree and it is difficult to undo that now. The sixteenth-century Reformers, motivated (as they were) more by theological than by historical or liturgical criteria, were largely spared such embarrassments and their ignorance of such ‘facts’ meant that they influenced their compositions far less than might have been the case had they adopted the ‘patristic fundamentalism’ of more recent times.








The Middle Ages



With the adoption of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire in the late fourth century, the rather free and often informal patterns of worship that had been common up to then gave way to increasingly elaborate and public ceremonial. The liturgy of St Basil was an example of this but there were many others. Not surprisingly, the forms adopted in the major centres – Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Rome – exercised considerable influence in their respective regions and were often seen as models to be imitated. The Roman rite, in particular, enjoyed a prestige in the West that was unmatched and it gradually superseded more local usages. When Augustine of Canterbury went to England in 597, he must have taken Roman customs with him but he was not expected to impose them on the newly formed English Church. The historian Bede tells us that Augustine did not know what form of public worship to adopt and that he wrote to Pope Gregory I (590-604) for advice on the subject. Far from telling Augustine to be content with the Roman order, Gregory advised him to look around and take the best from different Churches in order to produce a new and satisfactory rite for the English.9


Whether Augustine actually did that is unclear but we do know that, as the evangelisation of the country progressed, the Roman mission came into conflict with Celtic customs that had survived and developed independently in the centuries after the withdrawal of the Roman legions from Britain in 410. The English Church had to resolve the issue in order to maintain its inner cohesion and, at the synod of Whitby in 664, it opted for Rome. Not everybody acquiesced in that decision immediately, and some of the Celtic Churches retained their customs for up to a century or more afterwards, but the direction of travel was clear and by 800 the Roman tradition was dominant virtually everywhere, not only in the British Isles but across Western Europe.


However, if Roman customs triumphed in general terms, the rite itself was modified and adapted to local needs. Spain, in particular, developed traditions of its own, some of which have come down to us in the so-called Mozarabic rite. Within the English Church there were many different rites, or uses as they are generally known, which developed in different places.10 Over time some of the smaller dioceses adopted the use of another cathedral church but, even as late as the sixteenth century, complete uniformity had not been attained. Thomas Cranmer recorded in his preface to the 1549 prayer book that there were at least five uses known to him – those of Salisbury (Sarum), Hereford, Bangor, Lincoln and York.11


Of these, the uses of Hereford, Lincoln and York are well attested but, as time went on, it was Salisbury use, better known to us as the Sarum rite, that became something of a standard for England as a whole. The English cathedrals were evenly divided between monastic and secular foundations, and some historians have assumed that the former provided the pattern for the latter. However, all five of the cathedrals listed by Cranmer were secular, so that theory must be abandoned. York was the metropolitan see of the northern province but it was the only secular cathedral in the north and its influence did not spread much beyond its own diocese. In the southern province of Canterbury, we know of uses from Exeter and London (both secular cathedrals), in addition to Hereford, Lincoln and Salisbury. The London use seems to have been somewhat idiosyncratic and largely confined to St Paul’s. Lincoln was the largest English diocese and might be thought to have wielded more influence than it did, but Hereford and Exeter were both relatively remote. Of the other secular English cathedrals, there is some evidence for a use of Wells, which was part of the mixed diocese of Bath and Wells, but none for Lichfield (also a mixed diocese, combined with Coventry) or Chichester.12 The Welsh dioceses were something of an anomaly, although Cranmer knew of a use of Bangor, which remains unidentified and may never have existed as such.13


Salisbury was not a particularly prominent diocese, however from its foundation in 1075 it was ruled by some gifted bishops who took a real interest in the structure of public worship. It seems to have been that, more than anything else, that led to the later prominence of its liturgy. Rightly or wrongly, most medieval English churchmen came to see the Sarum rite as superior to the others and, by the time printing was invented, its dominance was assured. It was not until 2 March 1543 that it was formally imposed on the province of Canterbury as a uniform pattern of worship but, by then, it had effectively attained that status on its own. Certainly, as far as the Book of Common Prayer is concerned, it is the Sarum rite that was its principal pre-Reformation antecedent and it must be read in that light.


The development and spread of more carefully defined uses depended to a large degree on the books that were produced to disseminate them. It was impractical, if not entirely impossible, for all the liturgical materials needed for public worship to be contained within a single volume and so, from a very early time, they were spread across several more manageable books, of which each individual church would possess a collection. The individual volumes were arranged thematically as follows:


1. The missal. This consisted of what were originally five separate books, all of which focussed on the celebration of the Mass or Lord’s Supper. Its constituent parts were:


a.  the sacramentary (sacramentarium), which contained the canon of the Mass, the collects and whatever was said by the celebrant. It formed the core of the missal, which developed over time by the addition of supplementary material. The sacramentary also contained material proper to Sundays, Wednesdays and Fridays (the temporale) and also for saints’ days (the sanctorale). (See below.)


b.  the epistle-book (lectionarium), which was given to the subdeacon, who read the Scripture passages selected for the Epistle of the Sunday or holy day.


c.  the gospel-book (evangelium), given to the deacon to read, which contained the gospel lessons that were co-ordinated with the collect and Epistle of the day.


d.  the gradual (graduale), also known as the antiphonarium Missae or as the cantatorium, which was given to the choir and contained the scriptural parts of the Mass.


e.  the troper (troparium), which included the non-scriptural parts of the Mass and was also given to the choir. As time went on, there was a tendency to put material from the troper into the gradual.


f.  the sequencer (sequentiarium), which contained versicles and responses sung by the choir. Over time, the sequencer was often merged with the troper.


Beyond these basic elements, missals varied enormously in their contents. They often included prayers and services that were used in a particular monastery or even by private individuals who owned them. Only with the invention of printing was there a drive towards standardisation but that was never achieved in the medieval period.


2. The breviary, also known as the portiforium or portuis when produced in a portable format, and as the ‘coucher’ when made for the lectern in a church.14 It contained the material used for the daily offices or canonical hours, which were said at different times of the day. The first three (Nocturns, Matins and Lauds) came early in the morning and over time tended to be combined as a single service. Then came the hours of Prime (first), Terce (third), Sext (sixth) and None (ninth), calculated according to the solar clock. Finally, in the evening there were Vespers and Compline, the former used at sunset and the latter just before bedtime. Like the missal, the breviary was also composed of distinct elements:


a.  the psalter, containing the Psalms and canticles


b.  the legend, or legendarium, containing the Biblical passages, homilies and hagiographies that were read as lessons


c.  the antiphonal, containing the musical elements of the services


d.  the hymnal, usually contained within the antiphonal


e.  the collectar, containing Scripture verses and the collects which were said by the main officiant


f.  the ordinal, which was essentially an index to the component parts of the breviary15


g.  the consuetudinary, which set out the ceremonial and allocated the duties of the various ministers in the service


h.  the ‘pie’, or perpetual calendar, also called the directorium, which provided for all the variants made possible by the shifting dates of the Easter cycle.16


3. The manual, sometimes called the sacerdotal or the ritual.17 This contained the occasional offices, like baptism, matrimony and burial, which were reserved for the priest. Some manuals also included confirmation and the canon of the Mass for convenience.


4. The pontifical, also called the benedictional. This contained the services reserved for the bishop, like ordinations, confirmation, the consecration of churches and various episcopal blessings.


5. The processional. This contained material used in processions and was made up of liturgical elements taken from elsewhere. For that reason, processionals were not really required and often other liturgical books were used instead.


Within these main groupings another distinction must be observed. The missal, the breviary and the processional (in particular) were subdivided into ‘permanent’ parts and ‘variable’ ones. The permanent parts, which were usually put in the middle of the book in question, were those parts of the service that did not change. The variable parts, which were usually placed either at the beginning or at the end (or both), were of three types:


a.  the variants related to the different seasons of the church year, known as the propria de tempore or temporale


b.  the variants required for saints’ days, the propria de sanctis or sanctorale


c.  the variants used for particular types of saints (apostles, martyrs etc.) and sometimes also for little known saints, which were common to their group, the communia sanctorum (in the plural) or commune sanctorum (in the singular).


Occasionally, variables that we might think belong in one of these groupings are in fact found in another. This is true, for example, of the saints’ days commemorated between Christmas and the Epiphany, which are normally placed in the temporale and not (as one might expect) in the sanctorale. There was also some confusion regarding St Andrew’s Day (30 November) because it could fall before, on or after the first Sunday in Advent, which was the start of the Church’s year. It was normally placed at the beginning of the sanctorale, however, a custom that is followed in the prayer book.


Over time there appeared another set of books intended mainly for the laity. Prominent among them were psalters, often accompanied by canticles, the creeds, the Lord’s Prayer and the Gloria as appendices. These expanded as time went on to include private devotions to the Virgin Mary, the litany, the different services for the dead (like the Placebo and the Dirige) and so on. When these became too numerous to be included in a single book, they were split off from the psalter and published separately as horae (‘hours’), which came to be referred to as the primer.18 Primers appeared in Latin in the thirteenth century and in English from the fourteenth century onwards. They included selections of Psalms that were used for particular purposes or on particular occasions, and it was from them that most lay people became familiar with the psalter.


To get a sense of how widespread these books were and how dominant the Sarum rite became in the province of Canterbury, we may consider the figures for printed texts that appeared between 1479 and 1549:19
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The Book of Common Prayer contains elements of four of the five service books (all but the processional) in a single volume that was greatly simplified. The order of presentation is that the breviary comes first (the daily offices), followed by the missal (the collects, Epistles and Gospels as well as the canon of the Lord’s Supper) and the manual (the occasional offices, apart from confirmation, which was in the pontifical). The modern Ordinal, which was also derived from the pontifical, was not part of the 1549 prayer book and remained distinct even in 1662, though it is now always printed with the prayer book and may be regarded as part of it for practical purposes. The primers also exerted a certain influence on the Book of Common Prayer, especially in the matter of translation, because it was in them that the first English-language liturgical texts appeared.


It must always be remembered that, while the pattern of service books was common to the Western Church as a whole, the details the books contained varied considerably from place to place. This was even more true of the primers, which did not acquire a settled form in England until Henry VIII authorised one in 1545, only a few years before the 1549 book appeared.20 Convergence was fostered for many different reasons but uniformity only came after the Reformation. It was obviously more convenient for travelling clergy to be familiar with the forms of worship they would be likely to meet in different places; and the invention of printing made widespread diffusion of identical materials possible for the first time. Ecclesiastical provinces could further their internal unity and cohesion by adopting a common use and, by logical extension, it could be assumed that eventually the whole of the Western Church would coalesce around a single form, perhaps with minor local variants.


It was the Reformation that completed the drive towards uniformity, although in a way that could hardly have been envisaged around 1500 or so. The emergence of different confessions that held sway in different areas made it necessary to define matters of doctrine and practice to a degree that had not previously been necessary. Deviation from the standard could easily be seen as heresy, or at least as rejection of the ecclesiastical settlement in a given territory. Churches had to ensure that their personnel were singing from the same hymn sheet, as we might say today, which meant that they had to be carefully examined for their beliefs and practice. Examination also implied a norm by which success could be measured and so uniformity became a matter of necessity. This was true of the Roman Catholic Church just as much as it was of any Protestant body. The Council of Trent (1545-63), summoned to rescue the Church from the various dissenters that assailed it, managed to produce a liturgical pattern that would remain intact for 400 years. The Tridentine Mass would become the hallmark of Roman Catholicism and its uniformity was accentuated by the fact that it had to be celebrated in Latin, even though that language was no longer anyone’s mother tongue.


Rome moved quickly and with considerable success, given the challenges of the time. The Protestant Churches could not stabilise their liturgies as quickly as that, not least because those involved were translators, and even innovators. They had to find ways of expressing a new theological outlook that would not compromise their principles but, at the same time, that would not alienate congregations that had become accustomed to traditional ways. The Church of England managed to produce reasonably unified forms of service in only a decade (1549-59) but it would be a century more before that pattern settled down into what would become its classical form. Even then, the result was still called into question; and it would not be until the very end of the seventeenth century that the Book of Common Prayer as we know it would be accepted by the majority of English people and regarded as a heritage to be defended rather than as an innovation to be resisted or replaced.








The Sarum Rite



For most practical purposes, the pre-Reformation inheritance of the prayer book is contained in the Sarum rite, more than anywhere else. In some respects, like the use of the collects, Epistles and Gospels, the Book of Common Prayer is little more than a translation of Sarum. Elsewhere, it departs from its predecessor to a greater or lesser extent, but Thomas Cranmer and his colleagues were immersed in it, used it daily and had recourse to it on any number of occasions. That does not mean that the prayer book is just an English-language version of Sarum – in many important respects it is an entirely new liturgy. However, echoes of Sarum are never far away and, if we are to appreciate the prayer book properly, we must recognise the importance of its predecessor and understand both how it continues the ancient tradition and how it supersedes it.


The first thing that we must grasp is that the Sarum rite is essentially medieval, that is to say, pre-Reformation, in concept and in content. There was much in the medieval tradition that the Reformers found congenial and wished to preserve but their fundamental theological vision was something new, and simply translating the Latin liturgy into English was never an option for them.


The second thing we must realise is that the Sarum rite was not the composition of one man, as the 1549 prayer book was; rather, it was a collection of prayers and liturgical elements that came from a great variety of sources that had been put together for use in the cathedral church of Salisbury. There is very little in it that can be said to be original and it is possible, even probable, that parts of it were derived from sources that are no longer known to us. That does not diminish the status of Sarum as a use in its own right, because the pattern of composition is just as important as its content, but it puts the text in a wider context of interrelationships that were not carried over into the Book of Common Prayer.


The cathedral church of Salisbury, which was transferred from its original site at what is now known as Old Sarum to its present location around 1225, was singularly fortunate in the quality of its clergy and bishops and, in particular, Richard Poore, who is usually credited with having put the finishing touches on a rite that was already well advanced in formation.21 Bishop Poore had an organised mind, which gave his church a solid reputation for piety and efficiency among his contemporaries. The canons that he devised for the church were widely used as a benchmark for resolving controversial questions, and this reputation lasted into the sixteenth century. However, to what extent was Poore responsible for the use of Sarum as we now know it?


This question is extremely difficult to answer and matters have not been helped by the inadequacies of the main editions of the text. The first of these was by F.H. Dickinson and appeared in a series of fascicles between 1861 and 1885. It was based on the printed texts of the Sarum missal that appeared immediately before the Reformation and is therefore of little value for determining the earlier stages of the rite.22 Even before Dickinson’s work was complete, Henry Bradshaw approached J.W. Legg with the suggestion that Legg might produce an edition based on manuscript sources, which he eventually did.23 However, the manuscripts Legg used were relatively late, having been written around 1300, or two generations after the move from Old to New Sarum, and so do not reflect the earliest stages of the rite, even if they undoubtedly contain much ancient material. W.H. Frere had rather better luck with his edition of the Sarum gradual, based on a manuscript that may go back to the early thirteenth century, but it is still not clear to what stage of the Sarum rite’s evolution it really belongs.24 More recently, the detailed research of R.W. Pfaff has shown that the Sarum rite has roots that go back at least as far as the mid-twelfth century, and possibly even to the founding of the see in 1075.25 Nevertheless, why Sarum should have ousted its potential rivals remains unexplained. As Pfaff concluded:




There seems to be no intrinsic reason why it is at Sarum, rather than Lincoln or London, that the most highly organized set of liturgical usages developed. … But by the time of the close imitation, indeed almost adoption, of Sarum patterns at Exeter in 1337 something approaching a liturgical codification has occurred, one for which the term ‘Sarum Use’ had for some time been widespread.26





If evidence for the antiquity of the Sarum missal is difficult to find, that for the breviary and other office books is virtually impossible. The extant texts are all late in date and have been so overlaid with additions made at various times that they are almost unreadable. The standard edition of the Sarum breviary is so complex that few people were able to use it profitably, and modern attempts to sort out the confusion are not much better.27 In the absence of a reliable and readily comprehensible guide to the daily offices of Sarum, it is extremely difficult to decide how they were said or sung in practice, although Thomas Cranmer’s remark that ‘to turn the Book only was so hard and intricate a matter, that many times there was more business to find out what should be read, than to read it when it was found out’ gives us some idea of the confusion that must have reigned in many places.28


The complexities of the service books was compounded by the way that they were constantly being added to, with new saints’ days and other commemorations, the number of which mushroomed in the fifteenth century. By 1500 it was becoming apparent that the liturgy was in danger of sinking under its own weight. So problematic did this become that many clergy had recourse to the directorium (popularly known as the ‘Pie’), which aimed to provide celebrants with some guidance in conducting services.29 The simplification that the Reformation brought must have been greeted by many with a huge sigh of relief and, although there was some nostalgia for the old ways after they were abolished, few people showed the kind of attachment to the use of Sarum that the Book of Common Prayer would attract after it was abolished by the Puritans in 1645. To put it simply, if Sarum was a burden to the religious professionals who were the only ones who really used it, how much more cumbersome would it have been to lay people who had no special training in liturgy and who would have been lost almost before they had begun? If England was to have a common prayer, known to the laity as well as to the clergy, simplification was essential, and that would inevitably spell the death of the use of Sarum, along with the medieval complexity that it exemplified.


When we examine the contents of the Sarum rite, we soon discover that almost all of it can be traced to earlier sources. This should surprise nobody. Originality was not regarded as a virtue in medieval times, nor was borrowing from other sources thought of as plagiarism. Liturgists were free to adopt (and adapt) whatever they could find, and they did so. In the case of Sarum, the compilers were particularly indebted to sacramentaries that were mainly of Roman or Gallican origin. There was no hard and fast line drawn between these two sources and some elements turn up in each. Gallican collects tend to be more loosely structured than Roman ones, and closer to Eastern models, but this is a tendency rather than a rule and too much should not be made of it. The Gallican rites were in fact older than the Roman one, which infiltrated and eventually replaced them.


A key moment in the evolution of medieval Western liturgy came during the reign of Charlemagne (768-814). Charlemagne sponsored a revival of learning that included a wholesale revamping of public worship. He asked Pope Hadrian I (772-95) for a copy of the sacramentary then in use at Rome; and Hadrian responded by sending him a text that he claimed had been composed by Gregory I ‘the Great’. This proved to be inadequate, so a supplement was added by Benedict of Aniane (747-821), after whom it is now named. Originally, this appendix was distinguished by a preface indicating its secondary nature but, over time, that preface disappeared and the two parts of the sacramentary merged into one. This is what we now know as the Gregorian sacramentary and it was a major source of material for the Sarum rite.30 There were, however, earlier sacramentaries in existence which were also known to Charlemagne’s scholars. One of these, which contains a number of Gallican features, was attributed to Pope Gelasius I (492-96), though much of the material in it comes from a later time.31 Another was the so-called Leonine sacramentary, attributed to Pope Leo I (440-61) but for the most part coming from other fifth- or sixth-century sources.32 Both of these can be found alongside the Gregorian sacramentary in the Sarum rite and so have entered into the inheritance of the Book of Common Prayer.










The Reformation Era





The Henrician Reformation



When Martin Luther (1483-1546) posted his Ninety-five Theses on the door of the university church at Wittenberg on 31 October 1517, he lit a spark that burst into flame all across Western Europe. His initial protest was against the sale of indulgences, which had recently increased to scandalous proportions in Germany, and he attracted considerable sympathy from people who sensed that something was seriously wrong with the Church. Before long, the revolt against the prevailing establishment touched on the sacramental system that undergirded the medieval Church, and it was that aspect that attracted the attention of King Henry VIII of England. In 1521 Henry wrote a rejoinder to Luther called the Assertio septem sacramentorum in which he defended what had become traditional Catholic practice. He dealt with all seven of the recognised sacraments but concentrated on the Lord’s Supper, which he rightly saw as the centrepiece of the entire system. This inevitably led him to focus on public worship, though it would be some time before the logic of his argument – that theological change would revolutionise devotional practice – would have a serious effect in England.33


There were several reasons for this. One was that much of the previous century had been spent in trying to suppress the Lollards, followers of John Wyclif (1328-84) who in some respects were forerunners of the Reformation. They had had considerable influence in Bohemia, whence some of their ideas had filtered into Germany and influenced Luther, a point that Henry VIII recognised in his polemic. The result of anti-Lollard persecution was that it was made illegal to translate the Bible into the vernacular, as the Wycliffites had done, which meant that access to the Scriptures in English was one of the earliest and most insistent demands of would-be Reformers. William Tyndale (1494-1536) began his translation work around the same time that Henry VIII wrote his Assertio, but he was forced to flee the country and published his English New Testament in Germany (in 1525). It would be another ten years before the complete Bible appeared in English and it was not until 1538, after England had broken with the papacy, that official permission would be given to print and distribute it.


The work of Bible translation would go on until 1611, when the King James (Authorised) Version (KJV) was finally published, but from the start the English Bible was to play a major role in liturgical revision. It was not just that, once an English translation became widely available, it was inevitable that it would be used when reading the scriptural passages in the lectionary. The style of the text became the model for religious language generally and, when the liturgy was finally translated, it was that style that would predominate. This tendency was reinforced by the desire of the Reformers to make as much use of the Scriptures in worship as they could. Prayers were suffused with biblical references and imagery. The psalter, translated by Miles Coverdale in his Bible of 1535, became the standard text used in the prayer book, with only a few very minor alterations. So popular would Coverdale’s version become that it survived every subsequent revision and was incorporated more or less as it stood into the 1662 service book. Even today, it retains its attraction for many, and modern versions of the liturgical psalter often try to incorporate as much of Coverdale as they can.


The break with Rome in 1534 encouraged this development but added another dimension to it – the possibility of doctrinal change. This had a limited effect on translations of the Bible, being largely confined to choices of translation – ‘church’ versus ‘congregation’, for example, or ‘elder’ versus ‘priest’ – though these choices would be important as it became clear that the Bible would be the ultimate and often the only source for the Church’s professed beliefs. Traditional practices not attested in the New Testament might be retained if they did not contradict anything in it but, if the Bible was to be the standard of doctrine, it was inevitable that worship patterns would be expected to conform to it, not the other way round.


To some extent the way had already been prepared by the publication of English-language primers, which had made parts of the liturgy, including selected passages of Scripture, available to the public in their mother tongue for a century and a half before the Reformation. In the late 1520s the suspicion grew that some of these primers were being influenced by Lutheran ideas and on 24 May 1530 Archbishop William Warham and others issued a denunciation of one of them, citing examples of covert Lutheranism that it supposedly contained.34 It is not known which primer was thus censured but it may have been the Hortulus animae of George Joye (c. 1495-1553), which also attracted the wrath of William Tyndale. This was because Joye had had the audacity to borrow Tyndale’s translations for the lessons he included in it and he had not hesitated to alter them as he saw fit.35 In 1534 William Marshall issued a primer which (as we now know) contained the entire text of the Hortulus along with a great deal of new matter. As Joye had done, Marshall omitted both the litany and the Dirige (prayers for the dead), which provoked an immediate reaction. Marshall then reissued his primer, reinstating the missing services but adding prefaces to them that made it clear what his true opinion of them was. To those who thought that it was necessary to ask the Virgin Mary and the saints to intercede for us with God, he had this to say:




although it be nothing like nor true, as concerning the necessity, that we by commandment of Holy Scripture must of necessity pray to our blessed Lady and saints, or that otherwise we cannot be heard: yet it is true, as concerning that we must needs have a peacemaker and mediator to our heavenly Father, which is his only Son, and our only sufficient and eternal Mediator Jesu Christ.36





Having rejected the intercession of Mary and the saints, Marshall went on to add:




Wherefore for the contentation of such weak minds, and somewhat to bear their infirmities, I have now at this my second edition of the said Primer, caused the Litany to be printed and put into the same, trusting that they by their old untrue opinion before alleged, nor yet by any other like, will abuse the same. Right doubtful it is, as I think, to pray unto all those that be mentioned, named, and called saints in the common Primers in Latin. For although many of them (by what authority I cannot tell) have been canonised and made saints, by such as have been bishops of Rome: yet whether they be saints or no, I commit to the secret judgment of God.37





Marshall subjected the Dirige to similar treatment, making it quite clear that he regarded the service as an abuse of Scripture, even though it frequently quoted both the Psalms and the Book of Job.38 The traditional forms of the litany and the Dirige survived in the primer issued by Bishop John Hilsey of Rochester in 1539, although the latter came in for particular criticism and the attention of the worshippers was directed to the triumph of the saints in heaven and away from excessive mourning for them on earth.39


These primers, some of which were revised and reissued on an almost annual basis, would all contribute to the Book of Common Prayer in due course but their real importance lies in the way in which they prepared the public to receive a liturgy in English. By 1539 it seemed that the Reformation was in full swing and Archbishop Cranmer began to draft a liturgy for the new Church order. Moves in that direction were already well advanced on the Continent and Cranmer borrowed freely from some of the Lutheran services that had been introduced in Germany. He was also aware of the reformed breviary produced by the Catholic Francisco de Quiñones (c. 1482-1540) in 1535 and reissued in a revised version the following year. It was becoming clear that any English rite would have to streamline the traditional pattern of worship, make its doctrine conform to that of the Reformed Church and make it accessible to the wider public.


Cranmer’s draft made considerable progress on the first two of these requirements but was less ambitious on the third. He reduced the many daily offices to Morning and Evening Prayer and added many more readings from Holy Scripture but, when it came to translation, only the Lord’s Prayer and the Scripture readings were in English – the rest remained in Latin. This may have been because Cranmer knew that the king was too conservative to be pushed easily into accepting a vernacular liturgy, or it may have been because the services were intended mainly for the clergy’s private use and not for public worship. The continued use of Latin also made it easier for him to share his experiments with Protestant leaders in other countries, not least in Denmark, with which England was at that time concluding an alliance. Whatever the reason (or combination of reasons), the draft was never printed and remained in manuscript form until relatively recent times.40


Some progress was made, however, with the reform of the service books, a task made necessary because of the break with Rome, if for no other reason. At a session of the Canterbury convocation on 21 February 1543 Cranmer announced that it was the king’s pleasure:




that all mass books, antiphoners, portuises in the Church of England should be newly examined, corrected, reformed and castigat[ed] from all manner of mention of the bishop of Rome’s name, from all apocryphas, feigned legends, superstitions, orations, collects, versicles and responses, and that the names and memories of all saints which be not mentioned in the Scripture or authentical doctors should be abolished and put out of the same books and calendars, and that the services should be made out of the Scriptures and other authentic doctors.41





The records go on to state that:




It was ordered also that every Sunday and holy day throughout the year the curate of every parish church, after the Te Deum and Magnificat, should openly read unto the people one chapter of the New Testament in English without exposition and when the New Testament was read over, then to begin the Old.42





Cranmer attempted a second draft liturgy sometime around 1545 but this was more conservative, in line with the king’s attempts to rein in the forces of change. In this second version the full array of medieval offices is restored, numerous saints’ days are once more commemorated, the feast of Corpus Christi is given greater prominence than one might expect and the second edition of Quiñones’ breviary is the dominant external influence. Only the inclusion of Old Testament iconoclast kings like Hezekiah and Josiah gives us a clue that the archbishop had not really changed his mind but was biding his time. Like the previous draft, this one never saw the light of day but, unlike it, when Cranmer was finally free to do what he wanted, it was disregarded.


By about 1542, it was clear that there would be no substantial change to the liturgy as long as Henry VIII was alive but circumstances intervened. On 20 August 1543 the king issued a proclamation asking that prayers should be offered because of the bad weather and military reversals that threatened the country at that time.43 Unfortunately, the response was disappointing and some put that down to the fact that few people could follow the Latin services well enough to engage with them properly. As a result, on 11 June 1544 the king issued a decree authorising the printing of a litany in English for the same purpose, thereby making it the first official liturgical text of the post-Reformation era.44


Furthermore, the text was substantially altered, removing the invocation of particular saints and other elements that were not congenial to the Reformers. The principal source remained the Sarum litany, as we might expect, but there was a substantial admixture of Luther’s litany and hints of other sources as well.45 This litany was then reproduced in King Henry VIII’s primer, issued the following year and, with only a few minor alterations, entered the Book of Common Prayer in 1549, where it has remained ever since.46 It seems that Cranmer was also planning to provide English-language versions of different processions, as he indicated in a letter to the king dated 7 October 1544, but nothing came of that and by the time the Edwardian Injunctions were issued, the project had been abandoned.47


At the same time, the convocation of Canterbury began to prepare a series of homilies that would expound basic Christian teaching in concise and accessible English-language sermons. The work was put on hold and not published until after Henry VIII’s death in 1547, but momentum for change was building and once the king with his deep-seated conservatism had passed away, it surfaced and swept all before it.








Continental European Developments



It was not long after his challenge to Rome that Martin Luther began to question the traditional pattern of public worship and to suggest changes to it. He began attacking processions as early as 1519 and, a year or two later, he abolished the litany, only to restore it (in an amended version) in 1529. However, serious change appeared in 1523 and was to continue at periodic intervals until 1537 or even later, by which time the Lutheran states of Germany were developing their own orders. In his Von ordenung gottis dienst yn der gemeyne of 1523 Luther abolished the daily Mass and most of the saints’ days. In their place he substituted Morning and Evening Prayer, complete with a systematic lectionary of Bible readings, followed by a Psalm, responses and a collect. The reading of the day was meant to be accompanied by a short exposition of the text, though this seems to have been distinct from a sermon, which was prescribed for the Sunday services of Mass and Vespers, both of which were to be sung as before.48


A Reformed Latin missal (Formula missae et communionis pro ecclesia Wittembergensi) appeared almost at the same time. It retained the traditional pattern of the Mass as far as the sermon (after the creed) but, after that, the order was drastically reduced in scope, with any suggestion of an offering being repudiated. There were no intercessions and the consecration of the elements was effected by the words of institution, which immediately follow the Sursum corda and substitute for the proper preface of the medieval rites. A German version (Deutsche Messe und ordnung Gottis diensts) with further simplifications and some rearrangement was issued in 1526. Luther intended it for use alongside the Latin, not instead of it, which suggests that he did not think that the modifications he had made were particularly significant. However, one important addition was an exhortation, which may have been inspired by the example of Martin Bucer (see below), which the celebrant was to read before the words of institution. There was also a prayer of thanksgiving for the benefits of Communion at the end of the service.


Both of these features would later appear in the prayer book, although they were probably not derived directly from the Deutsche Messe. In other respects, the traditional Mass vestments, altar candles and the elevation of the host remained intact, which would not be the case in England when the time for reformation came. Lutherans have managed to avoid theological controversy over such things, with the result that their services appear to Anglicans to be quite ‘high church’ in style, even when they are not in substance.


The Deutsche Messe was quickly followed by a German baptismal order which was originally little more than a translation of a traditional Latin one, which Luther believed had been preserved relatively uncorrupted through the centuries. However, in 1526 he came out with a second edition that put much less emphasis on exorcism and removed most of the ancient ceremonial.


In 1534, Luther issued a form for the solemnisation of matrimony (Traubüchlein für die einfältigen Pfarrherrn) followed by an ordinal (Formula ordinandorum ministrorum verbi) in Latin and German three years later. Luther wrote primarily for his own church at Wittenberg and did not attempt to impose a uniform order on other churches, though, of course, many of those who followed his teaching also accepted his liturgical outlook, with varying degrees of conformity to the Wittenberg pattern. Some copied him more or less faithfully, others retained a greater admixture of traditional elements, while those who lived closer to Switzerland often incorporated elements drawn from there. F.E. Brightman gives a fair sampling of these different kinds in The English Rite, pointing out that, for the study of the Book of Common Prayer, the Lutheran orders adopted in Ernestine Saxony (1528) and in Brandenburg-Nürnberg (1533) were the most influential on the development of later church orders, of which more than a hundred have survived.49


Independent of Luther, and with a different take on the sacraments, was Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531), who undertook the reformation of the church in Zurich. Like Luther, and at more or less the same time, Zwingli produced a conservative revision of the Mass in 1523.50 He retained the Latin, apart from the scriptural lessons, and even composed new prayers in the classical language. These replaced the traditional canon and are noteworthy for their emphasis on preaching the Word (second prayer) and worthy reception of the elements (fourth prayer). Communion follows immediately after the words of institution and there is no offertory or prayer of consecration. There is, however, a brief thanksgiving after Communion and the service ends with the Nunc dimittis. Like Luther, Zwingli followed this rite in 1525 with a more radical one, this time in German and intended for use only four times in the year – Christmas, Easter, Pentecost and sometime in the autumn. In this rite, the lessons were standardised as 1 Corinthians 11:20-29 and John 6:47-63, followed by the Gloria and the Apostles’ Creed. After that, there was a short exhortation and a prayer for worthy reception that led straight to the words of institution and Communion. The service ends with Psalm 113, a thanksgiving and a blessing.51


There does not appear to have been any direct influence from Zurich on the prayer book but a link can be found by way of Strasbourg and the work of Martin Bucer. Bucer was the great networker of the early Reformation. He got on well with both the Lutherans and the Swiss; the young John Calvin spent three years with him in Strasbourg. Towards the end of his life, when he was forced out of his native city by a resurgent Catholicism, Bucer found refuge in England, where he played a leading role in the ongoing Reformation under Edward VI. It is extremely difficult to tell how far Bucer was the source of liturgical practice and how far he was merely a conduit for innovations that emerged elsewhere or that were inherent in the Reformed programme and would have been influential even without him. What we do know is that, wherever features like the post-Communion thanksgiving or the exhortation preceding the institution made their appearance, Bucer was never far away. It is fair to say that it is unlikely that this was entirely coincidental.


The first appearance of a Reformed liturgy in Strasbourg occurred on 16 February 1524, when Diebold Schwarz introduced what was in effect a German translation of the Roman rite, minus any reference to a eucharistic sacrifice and shorn of excess ceremonial. In the course of the next fifteen years, this rite went through no fewer than thirteen revisions, each one of them more radical than the last. One of the features that remained constant throughout was an emphasis on confession of sin and an appeal to the Holy Spirit, based on Romans 12:1, that the bodies of the communicants may be made a ‘living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God’ (ESV), which can fairly be regarded as the ultimate expression of what would later be known as the ‘receptionist’ position. In the course of 1524 there were no fewer than five versions of this order that appeared, along with a theological justification for them written by Martin Bucer. In that work, Bucer described what happened at what he now called the Lord’s Supper:




[the celebrant] admonishes those who wish to observe the Lord’s Supper with him that they are to do so in memory of Christ, to die to their sins, to bear their cross willingly, and be strengthened in faith for what must come to pass when we contemplate with believing hearts what measureless grace and goodness Christ hath shown to us, in that for us he offered up to his Father his life and blood upon the cross. After this exhortation, he reads the Gospel concerning the Lord’s Supper, as the three Evangelists and Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 have described it. Then the minister distributes the bread and cup of the Lord among them, having partaken of them also himself. The congregation then sing a hymn of praise, and afterwards the minister closes the Supper with a short prayer, blesses the people, and lets them go in the peace of the Lord.52





It does not take much imagination to see that this description could fit the Book of Common Prayer almost equally well, and the similarities are striking. One of the confessions used in the Strasbourg rite found its way into the prayer book, as did the concept of ‘comfortable words’, quoted from Scripture as an encouragement to worshippers to trust in Christ for their salvation.


Bucer’s hand can also be seen at work in the church order that he was asked to prepare for Cologne in 1542. Archbishop-Elector Hermann von Wied (1515-46) was slowly being converted to Protestantism and he wanted a Reformed liturgy for his archdiocese. The Reformation was not to take root in Cologne but the church order survived and became highly influential elsewhere. Archbishop von Wied ordered that the Cologne liturgy should be based on that of Brandenburg-Nürnberg, but Bucer did not hesitate to add material from a number of other sources. As in other similar cases, an initial text was produced in 1544 and then thoroughly revised. The final product appeared in 1545 as the Simplex ac pia deliberatio. It was radical enough to ensure that von Wied would be deposed from his see; it circulated widely across Europe and was highly regarded, not least by Thomas Cranmer, although Martin Luther criticised it as ‘Zwinglian’.53


Bucer did in fact have leanings towards Zwingli that became clearer as time went on, but neither he nor the Cologne order went so far as to regard the Lord’s Supper as no more than a symbolic re-enactment of Christ’s atoning death.54 His position was much closer to that of John Calvin, a pupil of Bucer. Calvin believed that in the Supper Christ made himself present to those who believed in him by the inner witness of his Holy Spirit. The worthy receivers were those who were enlightened by the Spirit to perceive the presence of Christ in the means that he himself had ordained, and they benefited accordingly. This was essentially what Cranmer came to believe and what he wanted to enshrine in the Book of Common Prayer. Labels like ‘Zwinglian’ or ‘Calvinist’ do not do Cranmer justice and should be avoided when discussing his position or that of the prayer book. Cranmer moved in the world of Bucer; but that world included Calvin and drew on both Luther and Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75), Zwingli’s successor at Zurich, without identifying completely with either. It was to some extent a via media between Wittenberg and the Swiss and it was that via media that would characterise the reformed liturgy of the Church of England.55


A rather different influence on Cranmer was the breviary of Francisco de Quiñones, commissioned by Pope Clement VII (1523-34) and issued under the authority of his successor, Paul III (1534-49). Quiñones removed many of the accretions that had crept into the services over time and he greatly increased the use of the psalter and the readings from both the Old and New Testaments. The daily offices were reorganised and made much more regular than they had been before, with the Venite (Psalm 95) and the Te Deum both appointed for daily Matins, except that the latter was replaced by Psalm 51 in Advent and Lent. The penitential Psalms were confined to Ash Wednesday and to Fridays in Lent, as was the litany. As for the creed, the Athanasian Creed was limited to Sundays and replaced by the Apostles’ Creed on other days. Thomas Cranmer did not follow Quiñones in every respect, but there is a clear resemblance between what the latter did and what is found in the 1549 prayer book. Quiñones’ breviary of 1535 was greeted with strenuous opposition from Catholic theologians and he had to modify a number of his innovations in a revision that appeared the following year. It is instructive to note that, for the most part, Cranmer relied on the original text, though he made some use of the revision as well. Meanwhile, Quiñones’ work fell out of favour at Rome. Pope Paul IV (1555-59) condemned it in 1558 and it was finally suppressed ten years later, in the run up to the introduction of the Tridentine reforms that were to define Roman Catholicism for the next four centuries.56








The 1548 Order for Communion



When Henry VIII died on 28 January 1547, the throne passed to his nine-year-old son Edward VI (1547-53). Edward VI was too young to govern on his own and so a regency council was set up and Archbishop Cranmer was entrusted with church affairs. This enabled him to enact the far-reaching reforms that he had been planning for some time, though he himself was still moving towards a clearly Protestant theological position, which he had not yet fully embraced. Even so, he was quite convinced about the supremacy of Holy Scripture as the only legitimate source for Christian doctrine and he was fully persuaded of the doctrine of justification by faith alone. This is attested most obviously in the rapid publication of Certayne Sermons, or Homelies (the first book of Homilies) in 1547, which had been prepared about five years earlier but had not been published, probably for fear that the old king would not have accepted it. Where Cranmer remained to be convinced was in his understanding of the sacraments and, in particular, of the Lord’s Supper. That he moved from an ‘objective’ position, according to which the elements of bread and wine were consecrated to become the body and blood of Christ, whether they were worthily received as such by the communicant or not, to a more ‘subjective’ (or ‘receptionist’) view, which was that it was (and could only be) by faith that the believer had communion with Christ in and through the species of bread and wine, is certain and was clearly attested at his trial in 1555. What is disputed by modern historians is whether he moved straight from one to the other or whether there was a gradual transition, and, if so, when that transition occurred.


At Cranmer’s trial, his accusers claimed that he had held three different positions over the course of the preceding decade. They believed that he had moved from a belief in transubstantiation (which they naturally regarded as ‘orthodox’) to a Lutheran perspective, according to which Christ was ‘really present’ in, with and under the species of bread and wine in a way that was objective but that did not entail transubstantiation, to the purely receptionist idea that he supposedly held at the time of his trial. Cranmer himself rejected this interpretation of his theological development and insisted that he moved straight from the traditional transubstantionist doctrine to the receptionist view, with no middle ground in between. Which of these two versions is closer to the truth?


If we look at the textual evidence provided by the liturgies that he composed in 1548, 1549 and 1552, it is relatively easy to assert that he moved gradually from one position to the other, though whether the intermediate stage(s) represented by 1548 and 1549 can properly be called ‘Lutheran’ is problematic. That there would be resemblances between Cranmer and the Lutherans is only to be expected, since Cranmer undoubtedly did draw on Lutheran material in the construction of his liturgies, but there is nothing that obliges us to accept that these borrowings reflected a ‘Lutheran’ view of the sacrament that is substantially different from the position of someone like Bucer. They may have been compatible with some form of Lutheranism but whether they were dependent on it must remain uncertain.


The other view of the matter is that Cranmer was persuaded, probably by Nicholas Ridley and possibly as early as 1546, that the receptionist position was the correct one and that his liturgical experimentation in the period 1548-52 must be interpreted in that light. According to this theory, Cranmer never wavered in his desire to restructure the liturgy in a way that made receptionism the only viable doctrinal interpretation of it, but that circumstances forced him to move cautiously. In fact, these two views are not mutually exclusive and they can be reconciled by saying that Cranmer’s period of transition from the traditional to the receptionist position, though not sudden, did not take long. In the process he passed through a phase that might be described as ‘Lutheran’, especially in light of later theological decisions taken by Lutherans in Germany, but he never settled on it or sought to define his own doctrine in that light.57 The year 1547 was one of rapid change in the liturgical sphere and it is impossible to say for sure how much of that was due to the sudden release of pent-up desires after the death of Henry VIII and how much must be attributed to fresh inspiration.


What we know for certain is that in 1547 someone translated Hermann von Wied’s Cologne order into English.58 It was quickly taken up by Archbishop Cranmer, who was probably unaware that much of it had been drafted by Martin Bucer, and so became the basis for the next stage of liturgical reform in England. On 17 December 1547 Parliament passed the Sacrament Act in which it outlawed any kind of disrespect for the Lord’s Supper and decreed that henceforth Communion would be given and received in both kinds, by clergy and people alike.59 The withdrawal of the cup from the laity had become a major controversy in the late fourteenth century. Nevertheless, it was affirmed by the Council of Constance in 1415 at which the Czech reformer Jan Hus was condemned for heresy (and later executed), partly because he refused to go along with it.60 Restoration of Communion in both kinds was an attack on papal authority without necessarily touching on the doctrine of the Eucharist itself, so it could gain support from conservatives as well as reformers. In preparation for implementing the Act, Cranmer drew up an order for the Communion, which was designed to ensure that there would be a uniform procedure across the country. Dated 8 March 1548, the new order was to be introduced on Easter Sunday (1 April) and the Act allowed a month’s grace before there would be prosecutions for non-compliance.61


On paper, the order was designed to be a supplement to the Latin missal and not a replacement for it. In some ways it can be compared to the primers, which were a guide for people who knew no Latin, but it was different from them in that it was meant to be inserted into the Latin at key points, in order to guide worshippers as they presented themselves for Communion. The celebrant was provided with a form of exhortation, which he was free to modify if he wanted to do so, announcing when he was going to offer Communion to his parishioners and urging them to prepare themselves accordingly. This was then followed by forms of confession, absolution, ‘comfortable words’ taken from the Scriptures, a prayer before reception (to be said by the celebrant on behalf of the communicants), the administration and, finally, a benediction of the communicants after reception.


How much of the order was used must have varied from place to place but, as it generally follows the Sarum rite, there is no reason to suppose that it was resisted to any great extent. What is of interest to us is that some of it was inspired by the Lutheran form from Cologne and much of the language used was recycled in the 1549 prayer book and subsequent revisions, so that its contents are still familiar today. In a real sense therefore, the order marks the cautious but unmistakable beginning of what would become the standard for the Reformed Church of England.


One thing that can be said for certain about the order was that it was conceived as a temporary stopgap from the very beginning. The royal proclamation that accompanied it when it was issued stated quite clearly:




We will our subjects … also with such obedience and conformity to receive this our ordinance, and godly direction, that we may be encouraged from time to time, further to travail for the reformation and setting forth of such godly orders as may be most to God’s glory, the edifying of our subjects, and for the advancement of true religion. Which thing we (by the help of God) most earnestly intend to bring into effect. … We would not have our subjects, so much to mislike our judgment, so much to mistrust our zeal, as though we either could not discern what were to be done, or would not do all things in due time.62





While this was going on, other changes were starting to appear as well. In November 1547 a revised version of the litany was issued in which the invocation of the saints was quietly dropped. In January 1548, before the order was ready, Candlemas, Ash Wednesday and Palm Sunday were shorn respectively of their candles, ashes and palms and the veneration of the cross on Good Friday was also prohibited. For the moment, although the words of the traditional services remained unaltered, the atmosphere in which they were conducted was starting to change and the way towards a genuine reformation was being prepared.








The 1549 Book of Common Prayer



The next stage in the process of reforming the liturgy was not long in coming. By 9 September 1548 a commission under the chairmanship of Thomas Cranmer had been put together and was beginning its deliberations.63 Its members were:
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The balance tilted towards the Reformists, especially among the divines, and the inclusion of John Redman, the only member of the committee who was not also a member of the Canterbury convocation, may indicate that liturgical traditionalists were in short supply.64 The discussions lasted only about three weeks, after which a finished draft was delivered to the king at Windsor, apparently with the unanimous assent of the committee. That the work could be accomplished so quickly shows that most of it had been done already. English-language texts of the daily offices were already available in the primers and Cranmer seems to have been at work on the occasional offices for some time before the committee met. It was the text of the Lord’s Supper that occupied most of the meetings; and it came out in later debate that the bishops (at least) were not as unanimous as they had been made to appear. Among the eight who voted against the new rite in the House of Lords were Chichester, Hereford and Westminster, or half of those who had taken part in the discussions.65


On 21 January 1549 Parliament passed the Act of Uniformity authorising the new services and enjoining the use of an entirely English-language Book of Common Prayer from the following Whitsun (9 June). The prayer book was printed as early as 7 March and was soon available in multiple editions, in good time for implementing the provisions of the Act. It was meant to replace the breviary, the missal, the manual and the processional; the pontifical was held over for the time being, though not for long. Within a year it had been replaced by the Ordinal, which, although not officially part of the Book of Common Prayer, was printed with it, as it still is.66


As far as the breviary was concerned, the 1549 prayer book was strongly influenced by the reforms of Quiñones. The complexities of the medieval services were ironed out and their number was reduced to two – Matins and Evensong. One might even say that they were effectively a single service, with variations in the canticles and Scripture readings only. These were important, however, because one of the main purposes of the daily offices was to allow for systematic and extensive readings from the Bible. The psalter was also rearranged into a 30-day cycle, so that all the Psalms would be read in the course of a month. This pattern was to prove enduring and the daily offices in the 1662 prayer book remain very close to those in 1549, with only minor alterations here and there. Furthermore, they show a creative distinctiveness that is not really paralleled elsewhere in Europe. It is possible to find Lutheran and Reformed orders of worship that are similar to the Anglican pattern, but they are not typical and were never in widespread use. The prayers and readings are often little more than translations of the Sarum rite, but their arrangement is quite different. Here, if anywhere, the Church of England can claim a genuine originality that has been preserved through the centuries.67


Turning to the manual, much of the 1549 prayer book is little more than a translation of Sarum. As elsewhere, the excess of ceremonial is severely pared down, the reading of Scripture is increased and exhortations are added at appropriate points. Cranmer was heavily dependent on Lutheran models for the arrangement of his material, and much of what he produced resembles the Cologne order in particular, though it is not clear why this is so. It seems unlikely that he waited until an English translation was produced in 1547 and it is probable that he was at work on various services for at least a decade before that. The resemblances to Cologne may therefore be due more to the outlook which Cranmer shared in common with Hermann von Wied than to any version of the latter’s text.


The most noticeable changes occur in the services connected with illness and dying. In the Sarum rite the visitation of the sick and extreme unction were separate from each other, but the 1549 prayer book combines them under visitation. The burial service is greatly shortened and the graveside committal is rearranged, with elements taken from different parts of the Sarum rite and the expected Lutheran orders. The remaining services reflect traditional ceremonies that may have been retained because of popular devotion to them, more than anything else. Cranmer was certainly exercised by the need to defend why he retained some but not others, and his essay on the subject, printed as an appendix to the 1549 prayer book has survived as a second preface to the 1662 one.68


The main focus of attention in the 1549 rite has always been the Lord’s Supper. It is now generally accepted that Cranmer conceived of it as the next stage in the progressive development of a truly reformed rite that would eventually establish itself in the Church of England and not his last word on the subject. For this reason, the service of Holy Communion has caused more excitement and more enduring division in the Church than anything else in the prayer book. Seen from the standpoint of the Sarum rite, 1549 can be, and sometimes has been, defended as fully Reformed, even on occasion by Presbyterians.69 The grounds for holding that view lie mainly in the way in which the canon of the Eucharist was altered to reflect non-Roman approaches. In the words of W.D. Maxwell:




Although as much as possible of the old rite was retained, its character was fundamentally changed by the revision of the Canon: an epiclesis, based upon St Basil’s, was inserted as part of the consecration preceding the Words of Institution, and the doctrine of sacrifice was expressed as a ‘sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving’ and the offering of ‘ourselves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy and lively sacrifice unto’ God.70





That may well be true but, at the time, Stephen Gardiner (1483-1555), the bishop of Winchester, argued that it could be used in good conscience by traditionalists because it retained enough of the medieval Mass to make it compatible with a doctrine of transubstantiation, whether that was Cranmer’s intention or not. Gardiner was making the classical mistake of starting with the position that he himself held and then trying to find it in the Reformed rite, which he could only do by a selective reading of the text. The fact of the matter is that the 1549 prayer book did not say what Gardiner wanted it to say, but neither did it go out of its way to exclude Gardiner’s position entirely. By keeping as much of the traditional rite as possible, Cranmer was allowing for an ambiguity of interpretation that made it possible for his opponents to close their eyes to what they did not want to see. That is what Gardiner did, and what both Cranmer and his Reformed colleagues were to find so intolerable.


Our knowledge of this comes primarily from Thomas Cranmer himself, who objected to Gardiner’s interpretation in his Defence of the True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament, which must be regarded as the most accurate and complete exposition of Cranmer’s intentions in composing the 1549 rite.71 Gardiner would later publish a book in response to Cranmer’s Defence, which elicited a rejoinder from the archbishop, but by then the debate had moved on and Gardiner was much more firmly in the Roman camp than he had previously been.72 In his reply to Cranmer, Gardiner singled out three main statements in the order for Holy Communion that he believed retained the traditional Catholic teaching:73


1.  In the canon, before the institution: ‘Hear us, O merciful Father, we beseech thee, and with thy Holy Spirit and Word vouchsafe to bless and sanctify these thy gifts and creatures that they may be unto us the Body and Blood of thy most dearly beloved Son.’


2.  In the canon: ‘humbly beseeching thee that whosoever shall be partakers of this Holy Communion may worthily receive the most precious Body and Blood of thy Son and be fulfilled with thy grace and heavenly benediction, and made one Body with thy Son Jesus Christ, that he may dwell in them and they in him.’


3.  In the prayer of humble access: ‘Grant us so to eat the flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ and to drink his blood in these holy mysteries that we may continually dwell in him.’


However, as Gregory Dix pointed out, to interpret these phrases as an expression of transubstantiation is directly contrary to what Cranmer said in his Defence:74




[The papists] say that every man, good and evil, eateth the Body of Christ: We say, that both do eat the sacramental bread and drink the wine, but none do eat the very Body of Christ and drink his Blood, but only they that be lively members of his Body.





Or again:75




The eating of Christ’s flesh and drinking of his blood is not to be understand[ed] simply and plainly as the words do properly signify, that we do eat and drink him with our mouths; but it is a figurative speech spiritually to be understand[ed].





And again:76




The true eating of Christ’s very flesh and drinking of his blood [is] … an inward, spiritual and pure eating with heart and mind. … The same flesh and blood now sitteth at the right hand of the Father, making continual intercession for us, and to imprint and digest this in our minds, putting our whole affiance and trust in him as teaching our salvation and offering ourselves clearly unto him, to love and serve him all the days of our life. This is truly, sincerely and spiritually to eat his flesh and to drink his blood.





These and many other statements of a similar nature make it quite clear that Cranmer did not understand the 1549 Book of Common Prayer as conveying any sort of transubstantiation and that his intention in the rite of Holy Communion was to proclaim a memorial of Christ’s atoning sacrifice, not to re-present it in any way that would be compatible with medieval Catholic teaching.77


Working from Cranmer’s On the Lord’s Supper, Colin Buchanan has pinpointed five assertions made by Gardiner that led to changes in the 1549 prayer book, though he leaves open the question as to whether it was Gardiner who provoked those changes or whether they would have occurred anyhow as a matter of course. They are as follows:78










	

Gardiner’s claims




	

	

Cranmer’s actions













	

1. The intercession is effective because it comes in the canon.




	

	

1. Intercession removed.









	

2. The ‘petition for consecration’ was our trust in God to make the body of Christ present.




	

	

2. Words ‘that may be unto us’ altered to ‘that we receiving’.









	

3. The prayer of humble access was addressed to Christ as if he were present in the sacrament to be adored.




	

	

3. Prayer removed to a point well before the words of institution.









	

4. The words of administration teach that the body and blood of Christ are present under the forms of bread and wine.




	

	

4. Words of administration changed to remove any reference to Christ’s body and blood.









	

5. Christ’s whole body was present in every part of the consecrated bread.




	

	

5. Rubric deleted.















In his opposition to the traditionalists on the bench of bishops, Cranmer was supported by Continental Reformers who arrived in England just before the 1549 prayer book came into use and who were soon making comments of their own on it. Martin Bucer, Peter Martyr Vermigli and Jan Łaski all appreciated how far Cranmer had come from a traditionalist position. Bucer, in particular, was careful to express his admiration for that in his extensive and detailed critique of the 1549 liturgy, known as the Censura.79 How far Bucer and the others actually influenced the composition of the 1552 version remains a subject of debate. Some of the suggestions that he made for improving the 1549 rite were incorporated into the 1552 revision, but it is impossible to be certain how much that was due to him and how much his opinions coincided with what Cranmer was already thinking. In a sense it hardly matters. Bucer and Cranmer approached the subject from different angles but were essentially on the same wavelength, and the 1552 revision served to make that clear. Without clinging to the coat-tails of any one person, Cranmer was moving into the orbit of Swiss (‘Reformed’) theology, which even then was reaching a common position in the so-called Consensus Tigurinus of 1549, which brought the Zwinglians of Zurich, led by Heinrich Bullinger, and John Calvin in Geneva to a common mind.80 Cranmer was among them.


Colin Buchanan has supplied us with a list of fourteen items mentioned in Bucer’s Censura that Cranmer altered in his revision, though once again, whether those alterations would have been made in any case must remain uncertain:81










	

Bucer’s remarks




	

	

Cranmer’s action













	

1. Vestments are a source of superstition.




	

	

1. Vestments reduced to the surplice.









	

2. Tables should not be at the east end.




	

	

2. Tables to stand in the body of the church.









	

3. Homilies should not be cut in pieces.




	

	

3. Mention of ‘portion of homily’ omitted from the rubric.









	

4. No provision should be made to limit the consecration of bread and wine to what was needed for Communion.




	

	

4. Rubric omitted; left over bread and wine to be given to the curate for his own use.









	

5. Sanctus and Agnus Dei should not be sung while the minister is praying.




	

	

5. Sanctus not to be sung and Agnus Dei omitted.









	

6. No prayers for the dead.




	

	

6. Prayers for the dead removed.









	

7. Prayer that God should bless and sanctify the gifts, black crosses and manual acts ill-advised.




	

	

7. Prayer changed; crosses and manual acts omitted.









	

8. Angels should not be asked to take our prayers to the tabernacle.




	

	

8. Omitted.









	

9. No ‘half-Mass’ or pretence at a Mass allowed.




	

	

9. Vestments abolished; surplices worn for all services. Ante-Communion developed into a service in its own right.









	

10. ‘Chapels annexed’ for the use of the rich should not be encouraged.




	

	

10. No mention of ‘chapels annexed’ in the rubrics.









	

11. Wafers undesirable.




	

	

11. Wafers abolished.









	

12. Frequent Communion should be restored, and sending one member of the household to communicate on behalf of the others should cease.




	

	

12. The minimum of one communicant is added, with an exhortation to others. Vicarious Communion no longer mentioned.









	

13. Minimum of once annual Communion should be removed.




	

	

13. Minimum raised to thrice a year.









	

14. Bread should be put in communicants’ hands, not mouths.




	

	

14. Rubric provides that Communion should be given in the hands.















It will be seen from this list that Bucer’s objections have to do with practices, rather than with doctrines as such. His concern was that too many traditional actions were retained in 1549 that might give rise to misunderstanding and ought to be removed for that reason. To put it another way, Bucer wanted the form of 1549 to be changed in order to conform with what he regarded as its substance, an aim that Cranmer shared and sought to implement in his revision.


One small but revealing detail is that the 1549 prayer book made no provision for a further consecration of bread and wine if supply ran out during the service, as had been done in the order the year before. What actually happened in that case is unknown but it would not be until 1662 that specific directions for a fresh consecration would be given. It is quite likely that Cranmer and his associates saw no need for that, surmising (as they probably did) that the words of consecration were intended for the worshippers, not for the elements, and that, since the worshippers had already heard them once, there was no need to repeat them.82


The revised Ordinal was not ready in time to be included in the 1549 prayer book but it appeared soon afterwards and, like the daily and occasional offices, the 1662 version is clearly descended from it. The main innovation is the deletion of the minor orders, leaving only the episcopate, the presbyterate and the diaconate, which Cranmer believed were all of apostolic origin. The forms of the different services reflect the influence of Martin Bucer and come particularly close to the Reformed (as opposed to the Lutheran or Catholic) tradition. As elsewhere, much of the material is translated from the Latin, but the Ordinal shows a greater freedom in altering and in abbreviating historical precedents. The finished product has served the Anglican Communion in good stead, though it was to become a bone of contention in dialogue with Roman Catholics, who were to claim that its structure and contents show that it suffers from what is called ‘defect of intention’, that is to say, the services do not intend to ordain ministers to the same functions as the traditional medieval ones did. Whether that is correct or not has been hotly debated in the past 150 years, with the ecumenical climate of our time tending to agree that the validity of the rite does not depend on so nebulous a concept as ‘intention’.83








The 1552 Book of Common Prayer



That the 1549 prayer book was a first step in the process of reform and not a definitive expression of it becomes apparent when we look more carefully at what transpired in 1552. Most of the daily and occasional offices were left virtually unchanged, as there was little need to revise them. In contrast to that, the service of the Lord’s Supper underwent substantial revision, which has been variously interpreted, either as an unfortunate defacing or as a necessary and welcome purification of 1549. The difference between the two rites is seen, above all, in the institution narrative, which in 1552 was designed to emphasise the reception of the elements as the high point of Communion. In the revised rite, the words of institution lead straight into the administration of the elements, with no hint of a consecration in the traditional sense. Some commentators have tried to find a consecration in the words of institution themselves, but that is to read into them something that is not there. In 1552 the focus throughout is on the spiritual state of the believer, not on the nature of the elements used to represent the body and blood of Christ. Traditionalist supporters of 1549 saw that immediately and refused to acquiesce in the new form of worship. To accept 1552 was to give wholehearted support to the Reformation and that is what its authors, and Cranmer, in particular, intended.


In more recent times, when there has been a marked shift away from Reformation principles in liturgical revision and towards a recovery of more primitive and supposedly ‘catholic’ forms of order, the 1552 prayer book has suffered from a bad press. In the first half of the twentieth century, it was almost taken for granted in Anglican liturgical circles that it was an inferior product and it was slighted accordingly.84 More recently, in what is otherwise an excellent edition of the classical prayer books, it has been omitted altogether, despite its obvious historical importance.85


Perhaps the best way to approach the 1552 revision is to start with the justification for it put forth in the Act of Uniformity by which it was introduced.86 The Act opens with a reaffirmation of the 1549 Book of Common Prayer which is described as:




a very godly order set forth by authority of Parliament for common prayer and administration of the sacraments, to be used in the mother tongue within the Church of England, agreeable to the Word of God and the primitive church, very comfortable to all good people desiring to live in Christian conversation and most profitable to the estate of this realm.87





This is followed in the next paragraph with a criticism of large numbers of people who have failed to appreciate the blessing they have received and have refused to attend worship according to the new rite. The Act was determined to put that right by making church attendance compulsory. However, a little further on in the Act a more serious problem is mentioned. It was not just that people were staying away, but also that ‘there hath arisen in the use and exercise of this aforesaid common service in the church, heretofore set forth, divers doubts for the fashion and manner of the ministration of the same’.88 The Act does not describe what these doubts were in any detail, nor does it say exactly where they have come from, but it does mention the ‘curiosity’ (i.e. ‘eccentricity’) of various ministers and ‘mistakers’, or people who have not understood what the 1549 prayer book was all about. This unfortunate circumstance, which the Act blames entirely on the clergy and people who have failed to respond properly, is to be compensated by ‘the more plain and manifest explanation hereof, as for the more perfection of the said order of common service, in some places where it is necessary to make the same prayers and fashion of service more earnest and fit to stir Christian people to the true honouring of Almighty God’.89 In other words, the 1552 prayer book was intended to clarify points of misunderstanding and remove any cause for the doubts that had arisen from the 1549 liturgy.


In pursuit of that aim, the daily offices of Matins and Evensong were definitively detached from any residue of the traditional monastic hours which had given rise to them and were reconstituted as independent services of Morning and Evening Prayer. This was achieved primarily by the addition of a number of exhortatory sentences and a general confession at the beginning. These had previously been omitted, perhaps because it was thought that they would occur later in the service for the Lord’s Supper, which was expected to follow on from them. The 1552 rite recognised that frequent Communion was unlikely and that breaking off the Lord’s Supper before the consecration – the so-called ‘Ante-Communion’ – was unsatisfactory. The solution was therefore to provide separate services in which the question of Communion did not arise. That in turn made it easier to dispense with the traditional Mass vestments which were no longer needed (and were not appropriate) for those services. Once that happened, the Lord’s Supper could also be celebrated without the traditional vestments because people would no longer expect to see them as a matter of course.


The extent to which the daily offices are dependent on Continental sources is impossible to determine with any certainty. Undoubtedly, Cranmer was familiar with many contemporary Protestant liturgies, as he was with Quiñones’ revised breviary, and felt free to borrow from them, but how much of this was deliberate is unknown and unknowable. The Reformers of the time generally thought alike and ‘borrowing’, if that is the right word for it, came naturally to them, so that we should not be surprised to discover similar phrases in orders of service prepared by men like Valérand Poullain (Strasbourg) and Jan Łaski (Emden). The shadow of Martin Bucer is everywhere present but it is impossible to know precisely what his impact was. We have no way of knowing for sure; and in any case Bucer had been dead for more than a year before the 1552 prayer book appeared and so was not available for comment in the latter stages of revision.


The occasional offices and the Ordinal were scarcely revised at all in 1552, the few changes that were made being for the most part designed to avoid any occasion for superstition or abuse. An obvious example of that was the abandonment of the reserved sacrament for use at the visitation of the sick. Instead, and following the suggestion of Peter Martyr Vermigli, the minister was obliged to consecrate the bread and wine afresh each time he offered the sick Communion. The most extensive changes occurred in the rite of public baptism, which was to take place at the font in the church and shorn of superstitious accretions like exorcism, the blessing of the font and so on. Godparents were not asked to pledge their own faith as an assurance that it would be transmitted to the child but they were expected to promise to bring them up to profess that faith in due course. The traditional signing with the cross was retained, but only after baptism, as a sign of reception into the Church. The service concludes in a way that resembles the Lord’s Supper, with the congregation reciting the Lord’s Prayer and the officiant offering a prayer of thanksgiving. The services of private baptism and confirmation are left virtually unchanged.90


It is, of course, the service of the Lord’s Supper that was most seriously affected by the 1552 revision and that has commanded almost all the attention paid to the prayer book of that year. The first part of the service was left more or less intact, though the Gloria was removed to the end. Major changes start to appear after the sermon, which is followed immediately by the offertory. On the surface, the offertory appears to continue the traditional pattern but in fact it is quite different. Instead of the customary presentation of bread and wine for consecration, it is altered to a financial contribution, in line with contemporary Lutheran practice. The 1552 prayer book makes no provision for the preparation of the bread and wine, and Cranmer’s intentions in this respect are unclear. He may have expected the elements to be placed on the Communion table before the beginning of the service. However, there is evidence from later in the sixteenth century that they were prepared immediately after the prayer of humble access and before the words of institution, and this seems to have become quite common, though no special provision for it was made, either then or later.91


Between the offertory and the Sursum corda come a number of items, most of which were moved here from later on in the service. The main exception is the provision of three exhortations, following the prayer for the Church militant. Two of these had been present in 1549 but as options before the offertory. In 1552 the third exhortation became compulsory, with the other two still available at the discretion of the minister. The importance of this has been obscured in modern times because this exhortation is almost always left out, which leaves worshippers with a distorted view of what is expected of them.92 Following that come the words of invitation, the general confession and absolution and, finally, the comfortable words of Scripture.


After the Sursum corda the service continues with the prayer of humble access, placed before the words of institution instead of immediately before the Communion, which follows the institution. The 1552 prayer book avoids any mention of ‘consecration’ but the question arises because in 1662 that term is introduced to describe exactly the same narrative. Was it intended to be a consecration? Here there has been a great difference of opinion but in recent years it has generally been accepted that ‘consecration’ is a misleading word to use to describe what was being done in the service. It is made perfectly clear that communicants were receiving ‘creatures of bread and wine’ which were meant to allow them to become ‘partakers of his [Christ’s] most blessed body and blood’ – in other words, the elements were material means to a spiritual end and not the end in themselves. Following the institution came the actual Communion, with entirely new words of administration that made it clear that the communicants were receiving material substances that were intended to remind them of the atoning death of Christ. Any possibility of reading transubstantiation into the service was thus rigorously excluded.


This view of the matter is supported by Cranmer himself, who defined ‘consecration’ as follows:




Consecration is the separation of any thing from a profane and worldly use unto a spiritual and godly use. … Even so when common bread and wine be taken and severed from other bread and wine, although it be of the same substance that the other is from which it is severed, yet it is now called ‘consecrated’ or ‘holy’ bread and holy wine. Not that the bread or wine have or can have any holiness in them, but that they be used to an holy work and represent holy and godly things.93





The service then concludes with the Lord’s Prayer, a choice of either an oblation or a thanksgiving, the Gloria and the final blessing. Criticism of this portion of the service has usually focussed on the choice allowed between an oblation and a thanksgiving, both of which would seem to have a place in it. The slight awkwardness of this situation came about because the prayer of oblation no longer referred to the elements but to the communicants, who offer themselves as a living sacrifice, further undercutting any notion that the sacrifice lies in the consecrated bread and wine. The self-offering of the communicants only makes sense after the reception of the bread and wine, since it is by the atoning work of Christ that believers are strengthened to do the will of God in this way. Because of that, the oblation and the thanksgiving both belong after the Communion as slightly different responses to its benefits, making their availability as alternatives quite comprehensible. Once the communicants have rededicated themselves to the service of God, the Gloria sums up the renewed spirit of the congregation and the service comes to an end.


Perhaps the fairest judgement of the 1552 prayer book, from an essentially hostile witness, is the following assessment of it made by Gregory Dix:




The rite of 1552 does in fact express with great accuracy the doctrine, which Cranmer once said that he had learned from Ridley. … What had largely assisted the general misunderstanding of 1549 was its retention of the traditional Shape of the Liturgy. Cranmer realised that this was a mistake if he wanted the new belief to be adopted; and in 1552 he made radical changes in this in order to bring out the doctrinal implications of 1549. But the wording of the prayers of 1549 needed no such drastic treatment. Rearranged in their new order they served with remarkably few changes to express the full Zwinglian doctrine – in itself a reasonable vindication of Cranmer’s claim that this had been their most obvious meaning all along.94





One of the most famous legacies of the 1552 rite is the so-called ‘Black Rubric’ added by Cranmer in order to reassure John Knox (and others who thought like him) that the practice of kneeling to receive Communion was not to be construed as an adoration of the sacrament. Knox, of course, would have preferred to abandon kneeling altogether, so the ‘Black Rubric’ must be seen as a compromise, not as a straightforward concession to him.95


Also worthy of mention is that the 1552 prayer book abolished the Mass vestments that had been worn hitherto and ordered that the Communion table should be placed lengthwise in the nave of the church, with the celebrant standing on the ‘north’ side. This meant that he would stand halfway down the table on the left-hand side (from the standpoint of the congregation), which presumably was intended to demystify the rite and give people the impression that the priest was standing in their midst as one of them. The rubric withstood the test of time and was retained, even after the table was put back in the chancel. In that case, the ‘north side’ came to be interpreted as the ‘north end’, a rather odd position that remained the norm until the nineteenth century and that still survives in some places, though modern liturgical revisions have (sensibly) encouraged the celebrant to stand behind the table, facing the congregation, which is the most obvious place for him to be.


Whether the 1552 revision was meant to be definitive, or whether it was just the next stage in a process that would eventually be taken further, is a question that cannot now be answered. There were certainly those who wanted to go beyond 1552 towards something more like the orders then in use in Geneva or Zurich. However, less than a year after the introduction of the 1552 prayer book, Cranmer was under arrest and unable to pursue his programme of further reformation. The 1552 liturgy continued in use only among the English exiles on the Continent, who were divided between those who (like John Knox) felt free to advance further reforms and those who (like Richard Cox) believed that, because the 1552 rite had been approved by Parliament, revisions to it should wait until Parliament was free to agree to them.96 Knox and Cox famously disagreed over this and the exiles were split as a result. Nevertheless, it should be noted that neither side was wedded to the 1552 prayer book as such – what divided them was the procedure for revision, not the possibility or desirability of it, on which they appear to have been at one. This is made clear by a letter that Richard Cox wrote to John Calvin, dated 5 April 1555, in which he explained how he and his supporters had modified the use of the 1552 prayer book in order to accommodate the scruples of John Knox and those who sided with him:




When the magistrates [of Frankfurt] lately gave us permission to adopt the rites of our native country, we freely relinquished all those ceremonies which were regarded by our brethren as offensive and inconvenient. For we gave up private baptisms, confirmation of children, saints’ days, kneeling at the Holy Communion, the linen surplices of the ministers, crosses, and other things of like character. And we gave them up, not as being impure and papistical, which certain of our brethren often charged them with being; but whereas they were in their own nature indifferent, and either ordained or allowed by godly fathers for the edification of our people, we notwithstanding chose rather to lay them aside than to offend the minds or alienate the affections of the brethren. We retain however the remainder of the form of prayer and of the administration of the sacraments, which is prescribed in our book, and this with the consent of almost the whole church.97





There the matter rested until the accession of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603), when the Church of England found itself once more looking for an agreed form for its public worship.








The Elizabethan Settlement



When Elizabeth I succeeded her sister Mary I, she found herself confronted with three different strands of thought in the Church. First, there were the bishops and supporters of the Catholic restoration under Mary. Many of these had suffered deprivation and imprisonment under Edward VI and had been hardened by their sufferings. They were also much more committed to the Roman cause than they had been before, not least because of the papal reforms that were being introduced by the Council of Trent (1545-63), which promised to do away with the most egregious abuses of the medieval Church even as it drew a clear line against Protestantism. Second, there were those churchmen and lay people who had suffered Mary’s reign in silence but who had been alienated by her reactionary policies and wanted to return to the status quo ante, as it had been at the death of Edward VI, or something like it. Finally, there were the Marian exiles, who returned home with direct experience of Continental Protestantism and a determination to see the Church of England brought into line with what they regarded as the best examples of Reformed worship and practice.


Keeping all three of these happy would be impossible, but the queen knew that she could not afford to alienate any of them too much. Some kind of compromise would be necessary and it was not long before one began to emerge. The Catholic bishops would be the hardest to please and reconciling them proved to be a thankless task. Within a year they were all gone, deprived of their sees and sent into retirement or exile. In marked contrast to Mary I, Elizabeth I made no attempt to persecute them or to create new martyrs, so their disappearance was effected with minimal disturbance to the body politic. Nevertheless, the queen was aware that some of them might still be won over and she was prepared to make concessions – most of them symbolic and superficial – to their sensibilities, if that could be done without unduly upsetting the other two groups. The solution was to return to the situation as it had been in 1553 but with the proviso that some revision would be undertaken. Thus it was that the Articles of Religion were overhauled and a second book of Homilies was issued in 1563 (it was reissued in 1571 with an additional homily).


With respect to the prayer book, matters were somewhat more complicated. The 1552 liturgy had been the exiles’ text, and they were familiar with it, but open to further revision. Few people in England would have remembered it though and, if they had any memory of an English-language liturgy, it would probably have been the 1549 Book of Common Prayer that came to mind. This is borne out by the fact that, before a new prayer book was issued, some people seem to have assumed that the 1549 version would be resurrected, and its text was used for musical compositions produced for the Chapel Royal at that time.98 It was also the case that the Latin liturgy that appeared in 1560 reflected the Latin version of the 1549 prayer book to an unexpected degree, though it is not clear why that was so, and the new book was rejected by several of the colleges where it was supposed to be used. How much Queen Elizabeth I influenced this tendency can be no more than a matter of speculation, although, of course, she would have known the 1549 prayer book very well and may have preferred it to the less familiar 1552 version.


Whatever the case, the solution actually adopted was to begin with 1552 and to modify it to a limited extent. The exiles had to give up any hope of reform along the lines already proposed in Frankfurt, but there was no question of returning to 1549. All that was allowed was a modest revision that incorporated elements of 1549 without disturbing the substance of 1552. There were, in fact, only two changes of any significance. The first was the combination of the 1549 and 1552 words of administration in Holy Communion, which combined both the ‘objectivity’ of 1549 and the ‘subjectivity’ of 1552, but at the price of creating sentences that were far too long for ordinary use. The other potentially important change was the ornaments rubric (at the beginning of Morning Prayer) which again legalised the ministerial vestments worn in the second year of Edward VI’s reign, which had been abolished in 1552. This followed a provision in the Act of Uniformity of 1559, but one that was seemingly contradicted by the royal injunctions issued somewhat later, which preferred the simpler vestments of 1552.99


This discrepancy led to what has become known as the Vestiarian Controversy, which was resolved by following the directions of the 1552 prayer book rather than those of 1549.100 For the next three centuries that solution prevailed, until it was challenged by the ritualists of the late nineteenth century, who used the ornaments rubric to promote the restoration of vestments that had long been forgotten. The result is that, since then, the Anglican Communion has been bedevilled with a pseudo-theological controversy that should never have arisen, with high church clergy wearing vestments to which no theological significance can be attached.101


Whether the 1552 liturgy was ever meant to be the definitive expression of Reformed worship may be questioned, and there were certainly those who did not see it that way. Almost immediately there were voices calling for further changes, and they would be remarkably consistent (and persistent) until 1689 and even later. Nevertheless, whether by accident or by design, it is the 1552 prayer book that became the basis for the classical Anglican liturgy and all subsequent changes up to 1662 must be seen in that light. Not all of these modifications moved in a progressive direction, and some of the better-known ones harked back to 1549, but they were never enough to alter the basic shape of the rite. The 1662 Book of Common Prayer is the child of 1552, not of 1549. This was made perfectly clear by Gregory Dix, who was forced to recognise the fact, very much against his own preferences:




[The year] 1552 still supplies the whole structure of the present liturgy and some ninety-five percent of its wording. We do not, of course, receive it because it is Cranmer’s, but as twice revised (in 1559 and 1662) and as the rite of the Church of England. Yet the fact remains that our rite is as it is because Cranmer thought as he thought.102





Parliament passed a new Act of Uniformity on 8 May 1559 and the slightly revised prayer book came into official use on 24 June.103 There was the usual hesitancy on the part of some conservatives, who were slow to conform to it, and disappointed radicals made their views known throughout Elizabeth’s reign, even going to the point of seeking to have Parliament adopt a more thorough-going ‘Protestant’ form of worship in 1584, and again in 1587, but they failed to gain any traction.104 By the end of the sixteenth century, most people in England had reconciled themselves to the 1559 liturgy and many had grown attached to its spiritual outlook.105 It was famously defended in great, even in excruciating, detail by Richard Hooker (1554-1600), whom some have even claimed was the true founder of ‘Anglicanism’.106 That is obviously going too far – Hooker was intent on justifying what already existed, not on producing something new – but his work shows that the 1559 prayer book was bedding down and that it would not be easily dislodged. It had the great advantage over its predecessors in that it survived far longer than they did. If we overlook the very minor alterations that were made in 1604, it survived for just over a century, by which time only a few specialists had any knowledge of what had gone before it.


Discontent with 1559, such as it was, was largely confined to the more radical Protestants, who were increasingly being called ‘Puritans’ by their opponents. There was not much they could do under Elizabeth I but, when she was succeeded by James VI of Scotland in 1603, they decided to ask him to reopen the question of prayer book revision. The result was the Hampton Court Conference held in early 1604, where it was agreed to make some alterations to the 1559 prayer book. Some of them were merely cosmetic, as for example, the change of the title ‘Of them that be baptized in private houses’ to ‘The Ministration of Private Baptism’. The Catechism was enlarged by including sections on the two sacraments, four lessons from the Apocrypha were replaced by texts from the Old Testament, and a prayer for the royal family was added to the daily offices, along with six prayers of thanksgiving for particular things, which could be used as appropriate. The conference also initiated a new translation of the Bible which appeared in 1611.107 Its readings were incorporated into the 1662 Book of Common Prayer as being the most up-to-date and accurate translation available. The calendar of saints’ days was also considerably enlarged at this time, though with what effect is hard to say. Most of the names added were (and are) obscure and probably little attention was paid to them in practice.








The Pull of 1549



The 1549 prayer book has long enjoyed a certain prestige in the Anglican world as the first full-length English-language liturgy of the reformed Church of England but this is not its true historical significance. From at least the time of Archbishop William Laud (1633-45), if not before, the 1549 prayer book has been used by those of a high church disposition as a counterfoil to the official liturgy of the Church, which they have sought to revise in its direction. Until the revival of liturgical studies in modern times, most Anglicans recoiled at the thought of going back any further than 1549 because that would have entailed a clear repudiation of the Reformation. However, 1549 had the advantage (from their point of view) of containing much traditional material and of being open to a ‘catholic’ interpretation to a degree that later forms of worship were not. Anglo-Catholics of modern times have not found the 1549 prayer book altogether satisfactory and some have expressed disapproval of what they see as its ‘Protestant’ character. Nonetheless, more mainstream representatives of the high church tradition have been content to use it as a starting point for their own liturgical proposals. Both the Scottish prayer book of 1637 and the American prayer books of 1789 and later incorporated elements from the 1549 prayer book and created what some have regarded as a parallel liturgical tradition within the Anglican world, although their divergence from the mainstream should not be exaggerated.108


Discontent with the 1559 liturgy from the high church end of the spectrum was slow to emerge. For the most part, its earliest representatives concentrated on the externals of vestments and decoration. Whereas the Puritans preferred simplicity and regarded even such garments as the surplice as dangerously papist, those of a more, high church disposition appreciated beauty and even splendour in worship and did what they could to encourage it. By pre-Reformation and contemporary Roman Catholic standards even their best efforts must have appeared somewhat spartan but they were always open to further embellishments and introduced them when and where they could. The Chapel Royal was one focus of their attention, as were a number of cathedrals where there were special provisions for the wearing of traditional vestments.


Exactly when interest in external liturgical furnishings evolved into a desire to alter the prayer book is hard to say, but it seems that at some point in the reign of James VI and I (1603-25) men like John Overall (1559-1619), Lancelot Andrewes (1555-1626) and, above all, Richard Neile (1562-1640) began to move in that direction. Overall is said to have restored the prayer of oblation in the Lord’s Supper to its 1549 position and Andrewes tinkered with a number of alterations that moved in the same direction. These appear to have been personal idiosyncrasies, and were tolerated as such, but Richard Neile went further. After his appointment to the see of Durham in 1617, he gathered around him a number of younger men whom he encouraged to take a serious interest in liturgical matters. Among them was William Laud (1573-1645), who became Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633 and did what he could to turn some of his ideas into actual liturgy. Another important figure in later years was John Cosin (1594-1672), who served as domestic chaplain to both Overall and Neile and who was consecrated as bishop of Durham in 1660. In that position he played an important part in the negotiations preceding the adoption of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, which he tried to move in a conservative direction, though with limited success.


These men moved in a narrow circle close to the court and so were able to exercise patronage and influence out of all proportion to their numbers. James VI and I used them to encourage the Scottish bishops to conform to English norms and he even took Andrewes and Neile with him when he went to Scotland in 1617. However, James was wise enough not to push things too far, especially when his plans for anglicising the Church of Scotland came badly unstuck.109 His son Charles I (1625-49) was much less cautious and was openly favourable to the high church agenda to a degree that James VI and I had never been. Almost immediately after his accession, he commissioned John Cosin to prepare a Collection of Private Devotions, intended mainly for the ladies of the court. It appeared in 1627, to a storm of protest when it was realised that Cosin had embellished Morning and Evening Prayer with material drawn from the medieval hours, and had even restored the long defunct offices of Terce, Sext and None. In the Communion office, he added a prayer that was clearly taken from the canon of 1549, although it was meant to be said privately during the consecration.110 One of the prayers Cosin included for the ordination of priests and deacons was incorporated into the liturgy in 1662 but, apart from that, no trace of this Collection has survived.111


The focus of liturgical innovation now turned to Scotland. Almost from the beginning of the English Reformation the impact of the various prayer books had been felt in Scotland. After the Reformation was enacted by the Scottish Parliament in 1560, the English 1559 prayer book could be found in use, sometimes with minor alterations. The main reason for that seems to have been that there was no readily available alternative. The Scottish Reformers were generally sympathetic to what was going on in England, though they were not as constrained as the English were by the demands of the state. From time to time, suggestions for a more purely Scottish liturgy were put forward, but there was no compelling theological reason to deviate from the English forms and so the latter continued to exert considerable influence north of the border. Following the union of the crowns in 1603, James VI and I tried to get the Scottish bishops to introduce a Book of Common Prayer that would be as close to the English one as possible, but without success.112 Conformity with England was always James’ goal, as part of his project to unite the kingdoms of Great Britain, but the political situation was too delicate to allow him to realise his aim. On the other hand, when he died there was a growing divide between conformist clerics, who were sympathetic to his project, if not totally on board with it, and an increasingly large and influential Presbyterian party that was showing every sign of aligning itself with the English Puritans, making the Scottish Church scene more like the English one than might have been thought possible at the beginning of James’ English reign.


Charles I revived his father’s project and in 1629 John Maxwell (1586-1647), a Scot who would later become bishop of Ross, brought a draft to London for the king’s approval. Maxwell wanted a truly Scottish liturgy, similar in substance to the English one but tailored to Scottish needs and sensibilities. The king and Bishop William Laud (as he then was) tried to insist on the English 1604 Book of Common Prayer with no alterations at all. This produced a stalemate and nothing happened for several years but, after Charles I visited Scotland in 1633 for his coronation, developments came quickly. Charles took Laud and another up-and-coming English divine, Matthew Wren (1585-1667), with him. Together, they created a new diocese of Edinburgh and installed a bishop to their liking (though he died soon afterwards). The 1604 prayer book was widely used during the king’s visit but this gave a misleading impression. The desire for a distinctive Scottish liturgy remained strong and a compromise gradually emerged. In 1634 Maxwell, now a bishop, went back to London and returned the following year with a new service book in hand. It was the first to use the King James Bible for the Scripture readings and Maxwell was given considerable freedom in the observance of saints’ days. The reading of the Apocrypha was dropped from the lectionary and the word ‘presbyter’ was substituted for ‘priest’. The Scots seem to have used the permission to diverge from the 1604 prayer book to maximum effect but there was no sign of any doctrinal deviation from it. At most there was greater tolerance for divergent customs (like allowing people to sit to receive communion rather than kneel) that assuaged Scottish prejudices without unduly alienating the king or Laud, who was now archbishop of Canterbury.


The printing of this new book began almost immediately but was halted because of an intervention by another Scot, James Wedderburn (1585-1639), who would soon become bishop of Dunblane. Wedderburn introduced some radical changes to the Communion office which reflected the influence of the 1549 prayer book. The 1549 prayer of consecration was reinstated, as was the oblation following immediately on it. In particular, the prayer contained an invocation of the Holy Spirit on the elements of bread and wine that was to all intents and purposes an epiclesis that the 1552 revision deliberately omitted and that was not to be restored in any subsequent revision up to and including that of 1662. In the context of the 1630s, the reintroduction of an epiclesis was a clear sign that those who supported it were leaning in the direction of Rome and, especially, of the ancient Churches of the East, where such an invocation of the Spirit had a very ancient pedigree.


Just as tellingly, the 1552 words of administration were dropped and only the 1549 ones retained, reopening the ambiguity that had allowed traditionalist Catholics to come to terms with the first prayer book of Edward VI.113 Here, more than anywhere, Wedderburn’s proposals received the specific approbation of Archbishop Laud, who thought that the 1552 words ‘seem to relish somewhat of the Zwinglian tenet, that the sacrament is a bare sign taken in remembrance of Christ’s passion’.114 The prayer of humble access was restored to its original 1549 place immediately before the administration, allowing for the impression that communicants were being given access to the already consecrated elements, rather than being invited to participate in the celebrant’s work of institution. Finally, the somewhat obscure rubric that encouraged the celebrant to ‘use both his hands’ during the consecration hinted at the restoration of the medieval elevation of the host, as did the allowance of unleavened wafers (mentioned in the closing rubrics), though that was not recommended. Subtleties of this kind could easily be ignored but their presence pointed to a return to 1549 and, therefore, in the eyes of many contemporaries, to ‘popery’ – a direction of travel that did not escape the notice of those who regarded it with horror.


For a very long time it was generally maintained that there was no essential difference in the Communion office between the English prayer books from 1552 onwards and the Scottish prayer book of 1637 but, by the late nineteenth century, it was becoming increasingly recognised that this was a form of special pleading. In the words of John Dowden (1840-1910), bishop of Edinburgh from 1886 onwards:




It may be admitted that between the distinctive Liturgies of the two Churches there is no essential disagreement, but it is both untrue and unwise to pretend that the differences that exist are not grave and important. Grave and important differences most certainly there are; and in my judgement, in almost every instance in which these differences exist, the superiority is distinctly on the side of the Scottish Office.115





It is not necessary to share Dowden’s preference for the Scottish office to see that his judgement of the importance of the differences between the liturgies of England and Scotland would have been shared by most people in 1637, when the majority of Scots (in particular) would have taken the opposite view to his regarding their relative merits. When it was introduced, the 1637 prayer book caused a riot in Edinburgh that may fairly be regarded as the opening salvo in what was to become the Civil War. It got nowhere in Scotland and, to the extent that it was known in England, it raised suspicions that members of the church hierarchy were pedalling back on the Reformation. The book came to be called ‘Laud’s Liturgy’, which is unfair in terms of its original composition, since Archbishop Laud was not directly involved in preparing it and even resisted restoring the preface and the Sanctus in Holy Communion to their 1549 position, thereby frustrating Wedderburn’s desire to restore the complete form of 1549.116 However true that may be, once the book was in print Laud defended it in the following terms:




I shall not find fault with the order of the prayers, as they stand in the Communion-book of England, (for, God be thanked, ’tis well;) yet, if a comparison must be made, I do think the order of the prayers, as they now stand in the Scottish Liturgy, to be the better, and more agreeable to use in the primitive church; and I believe, they which are learned will acknowledge it.117





Later generations of high churchmen were, therefore, not entirely wrong to associate Laud with a desire to return to the liturgical shape of the 1549 prayer book and for a long time the two things went together. It would not be until the twentieth century, with the revival of liturgical study more generally, that the connection would be transcended as new approaches to the worship of the Early Church and the emergence of an ecumenical dimension to the whole project of liturgical revision brought a fresh perspective to bear on traditional Anglican positions. At the time, the main result of Laud’s efforts was the complete disintegration of everything that he stood for. In England, the 1604 Book of Common Prayer was banned by Parliament on 3 January 1645 (with effect from 13 March) and replaced by an order for public worship that was not unlike that used by the Church of Scotland. The prayer book continued in clandestine or semi-clandestine use here and there, not least because in the two or three generations that it had had time to implant itself, a significant body of loyalists had grown up in England. These were not Laudians, by any means, and most of them were essentially Puritans, certainly as far as doctrine was concerned. In throwing out the 1604 liturgy, it is fair to say that Parliament overreacted to a greatly exaggerated threat but it also created a situation in which defenders of the old order were susceptible to Laudian tendencies, whether they recognised them as such or not.


In the fifteen years during which the prayer book was banned there was limited opportunity for anyone to express an opinion about it. However, one man who managed to do so was Jeremy Taylor (1613-67), who began his career as a protégé of Archbishop Laud and was forced to serve as a private chaplain to Lord Carbery during the Commonwealth. It was not an easy existence but, compared to what happened to many others, Taylor was well-off. In 1658 he published A Collection of Offices, or Forms of Prayer in Cases Ordinary and Extraordinary, which purported to be a supplement to the prayer book but which went beyond it in many important respects. The Communion rite, in particular, was very different from that of 1604 and had affinities with 1549, even though it was far from being a simple reproduction of it. W.J. Grisbrooke had this to say about it:




it is clear that, despite the sturdy defence of the Book of Common Prayer to which a considerable part of it [the preface] is devoted, Taylor considers his own book to be in some ways superior, and to accord better with the ancient liturgical tradition of the church. This is certainly true, but it must be admitted from the outset that, considered purely as a specimen of liturgical craftsmanship, and ignoring issues of doctrine, it is immeasurably inferior to the Prayer Book. … Nevertheless, Taylor’s eucharistic rite is more satisfactory than Cranmer’s, precisely because Taylor’s eucharistic theology was, broadly speaking, in the common tradition of the church, whereas Cranmer’s was not. What Taylor’s liturgy loses in the matter of liturgical artistry, when compared with Cranmer’s, it more than gains by its reverence for ancient and traditional models, and its adherence to a more normal – and incidentally, more typically Anglican – theology of the eucharistic action.118





Quite how a rite that differed so substantially from Cranmer’s can be regarded as ‘more typically Anglican’ is a question that must surely puzzle historians of English liturgy. That Taylor was moving away from the Reformation tradition can scarcely be doubted; what is equally certain is that his liturgical experiments had no influence on the revision of the 1604 Book of Common Prayer that was undertaken at the Restoration, and to which we must now turn.








The 1662 Revision



The restoration of the Church of England between 1660 and 1662 focussed on the reintroduction of the 1604 prayer book, but there were three competing visions of what that would entail. Generally speaking, Parliament was content to revive the old book without any substantial change and in this it probably reflected the broad mass of moderate opinion. The 1604 prayer book reappeared early in 1660 and was used in many places without specific authorisation, and nobody seems to have complained about that. It was, however, obvious that certain improvements to it could be made without altering it in any significant way. Obsolete or unclear words could be replaced, the rubrics could be adjusted here and there to make them conform more closely to the canons of the Church of 1604, and the King James Bible, which had not appeared until 1611, could be used for the Scripture readings. There was scope for additional prayers and thanksgivings, and even for a few new collects, such as one for Easter Eve (Holy Saturday), which had not been commemorated in 1604. A certain amount of editorial tidying-up was also desirable, if not very significant in doctrinal or liturgical terms. For example, when a Bible passage from the Old Testament or the Acts of the Apostles was read instead of the usual Epistle, that could be indicated as such, without introducing any substantial change. On matters such as these all parties involved could (and did) agree.
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