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Liturgy?
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EACH WEEK, HUNDREDS OF MILLIONS of Christians all over the world go to church. There are some constants. In almost every church, Christians are praying, reading the Bible, hearing sermons, singing songs, and sometimes receiving the Lord’s Supper. There are also differences. Some churches are more liturgical. That word can mean a lot of things, but we are using it to mean that the words said by the people and the minister (except for the sermon) are written down in advance, and the words usually don’t change from service to service. When they do change, it happens on a fixed, predictable schedule. Liturgy is scripted, not improv.

Most Christians attend liturgical services. If you’re Ethiopian Orthodox or Swedish Lutheran, if you’re a Roman Catholic in Mongolia or an Anglican in Nigeria, then on a typical Sunday you almost certainly go to a liturgical service. That’s been true for most Christians throughout history. But for several generations, many Protestant churches in the Western hemisphere have been running in a different direction. They emphasize novelty and spontaneity, and they are making a sharp turn toward technology-saturated worship. Meanwhile, in the last few years, there has been a growing interest among Protestants, especially among young evangelicals, in liturgical worship. That may be why you picked up this book.

These two trends are not a coincidence. If you are tired of always chasing something new, and of following celebrity pastors and worship leaders, then liturgical worship can offer you a path of peace, a distinctive rhythm for how to be taught by Christ and abide in him.

Different churches have different liturgical “scripts.” Since the Reformation, the one that’s been the most widely used and influential in English-speaking churches is the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. This book you are holding will walk you through the Book of Common Prayer, inviting you into these liturgies that have shaped the lives of so many millions of Christians—from Jane Austen to the martyrs of Uganda, from John Wesley to the martyrs of Papua New Guinea.

If you struggle to summon up the right emotions and words, these pages offer another way. Here is soil that’s good for putting down roots. Here is a bench to sit down on and rest awhile—a place to stay put.


WHY LITURGY?


People are drawn to liturgy for varied reasons. And the reasons you’re attracted to it may not be the same as the reasons you stick with it years later. After all, when you first participate in a liturgical service, you are learning what to do and might feel lost. You may even wonder what the point is. So here are eight reasons to be drawn to liturgy—and to stick with it.

First, liturgical prayers allow you to pray not only by yourself, but with other Christians. The culture of the postmodern West is intensely individualistic, and that atomism and isolation can carry over into our prayer lives. Liturgical prayers push us outside of ourselves. When we are praying liturgical prayers with other people, we are participants and not spectators. Even little children can participate because the consistency and repetition allow them to learn the prayers and say them before they’re able to read.

Liturgical prayers connect us with other Christians—whether in the next pew or around the world, and through many centuries. This connection with the broader church is everywhere in the Book of Common Prayer. It contains many prayers from the Reformation, yet these usually go back further still, often back to at least the 600s. It also contains prayers and songs of praise that come from other Protestant churches and Greek churches. The creeds in the prayer book also unite us to each other and to the broader church. And the Lord’s Prayer, the inheritance of all Christians, is the “signature tune” that appears at least once in every service.1

Second, liturgical prayers give us words to say when we have none. Everyone encounters grief, loss, and despair, and when we walk through the valley of the shadow of death (Psalm 23:4), we need prayer more than ever. When we struggle to find the words to say, liturgical prayers can come to the rescue.

Samuel Johnson, the writer of the first English dictionary, found solace in the prayer book in times of inner turmoil. “The sonorous cadences, the elegant repetitions and antitheses, of [the Book of Common Prayer] may strike some as cold. [Dr.] Johnson, however, did not need his heart warmed, but rather his racing mind calmed. For him, and for many who have felt themselves at the mercy of chaotic forces from within or without, the style of the prayer book has healing powers. It provides equitable balance when we ourselves have none.”2

Third, liturgical prayers allow us to say “Amen” with confidence. Our prayers say things about God. What we say should be true—but what if it isn’t? Our prayers also ask God for things. These petitions might be wise, but they might not be (Psalm 106:15). Liturgical prayers can let us know that what is being prayed is theologically sound and prudent. Writing to an American correspondent, C. S. Lewis said: “Ex tempore public prayer has this difficulty: we don’t know whether we can mentally join in it until we’ve heard it—it might be phoney or heretical. We are therefore called upon to carry on a critical and a devotional activity at the same moment: two things hardly compatible. The rigid form really sets our devotions free.”3 Lewis wasn’t the first to raise this concern. Writing almost two thousand years ago, the apostle Paul told the church in Corinth that it was important to pray and sing with understanding. Otherwise, Paul wrote, if visitors from outside the congregation walked into a service, how would they “be able to say ‘Amen’ to your thanksgiving, since they do not know what you are saying?” (1 Corinthians 14:16 NIV).

Fourth, liturgy helps us remember that worship is serious business. We live in a democratic age, and we find it easy to be casual but struggle with formality and reverence. We have forgotten what it means to be a subject reverently approaching a king. But in worship, we approach the king of the universe, the holy and omnipotent God. To worship him means to offer what he is worth, to render to him what he is rightly due. As the psalmist says, “Give the LORD the honour due unto his name; worship the LORD with holy worship” (Psalm 29:2). The language of the liturgy is meant to be “thickened” language, with more body and depth than everyday language, but without being pompous or self-important (like the language of the Pharisee in Matthew 6:5). It’s not easy to strike this balance of elevation and humility, but for Christian liturgy the model is the language of the Scriptures themselves—especially the language of the Psalms, which are quoted again and again in the prayers of Jesus and of Paul. When a liturgy adopts the model of the Psalms, we are approaching God in a way that he himself has taught us.

One of the ways that language is fuller and richer in liturgy is through the use of older language. In fact, from the time of Christ to the present, churches have tended to worship in language that is older than what is spoken in everyday settings. Early Christians who heard the Psalms in Hebrew would have heard a classical form of the language. Saint Augustine preached from Greek versions of the Old Testament that were hundreds of years old. Saint Jerome’s translation of the Bible into Latin, called the Vulgate, was not consciously archaic when produced. But it certainly became so during its use over the next thousand years in the Western church, and the Vulgate did not completely replace the older Latin translation in the liturgy. And the King James Version was intended to be old-fashioned on the day it was published.

There’s nothing inherently valuable about archaic expressions. “Thou” is not better than “you”; “beginneth” isn’t superior to “begins.” But there are still good reasons for the tendency to be conservative about liturgical language. To start with, because God has revealed himself and taught us how to worship him, the church has tended to treasure biblical words rather than risk losing too much in translation. So, for example, Hebrew words like amen and alleluia were carried over into Greek liturgy, then into Latin, then into English.

Another reason is that approaching the Holy involves not only joy but also fear. The writer Annie Dillard put it this way: “I often think of the set pieces of liturgy as certain words which people have successfully addressed to God without their getting killed.”4 So there is a tendency to hand down and hold onto what we have learned through hard-won experience.

Another reason is that continuity turns our very words into a means for preserving the story of the church. The presence of the Greek Kyrie eleison (meaning “Lord, have mercy”) in Latin liturgy, for example, preserved the memory of the early centuries when the underground church in Rome prayed and read the Scriptures in Greek. And keeping our liturgical language stable over time allows a rich network of connections to develop. Hymns can echo the liturgy, like the line from the Te Deum in Morning Prayer—“thou didst not abhor the Virgin’s womb”—that is echoed in the Christmas carol “O Come, All Ye Faithful”: “Lo, he abhors not the Virgin’s womb.” These allusions reverberate through our Bibles, liturgies, and hymns, like echoing voices in the stone vaults of a cathedral. Because this way of talking is associated with prayer, it signals to us what a special and sacred thing we are doing when we hear and say these words.

It is essential to understand the prayers we say and the passages we read, just like we need to understand the words we sing. But the language of the Book of Common Prayer is usually simple and straightforward, like John Newton’s “’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, / And grace will lead me home.” The challenge of the prayer book’s language is usually not understanding it, but really meaning it. Of course the liturgy will and must change over time. Lewis thought that as the English language changed, the Book of Common Prayer needed to change, too—and he suggested that the right pace was for it to occur “imperceptibly; here a little and there a little; one obsolete word replaced in a century.”5

Fifth, liturgy is a framework for hearing the word of God. In fact, we are never closer to the original setting of the Scriptures than when we hear them read in the liturgy. That’s because the Scriptures were not originally written down for silent individual reading. By and large, they were written for public reading, usually in a worship setting and in cultures in which most people could not read and write, in order to prompt active response. Sometimes the biblical text even preserves the liturgy as a liturgy, with both the instructions and the words to say. An example is Deuteronomy 27:14-15 (NJPS):


The Levites shall then proclaim in a loud voice to all the people of Israel:

Cursed be any party who makes a sculptured or molten image, abhorred by the LORD, a craftsman’s handiwork, and sets it up in secret.—And all the people shall respond, Amen.



So the Scriptures themselves show that liturgical worship is the natural setting for reading the Bible. And, by scripting appropriate responses to the Scriptures read aloud, liturgy shows us that God speaks in order to prompt action. His word is living and active; blessed are those who hear the word and obey (Hebrews 4:12; Luke 11:28).

Sixth, liturgical prayers offer protection for the laity. Clergy are human, after all, and that means it is easy to have favorite topics for prayer and preaching. What seems to the minister like a valuable emphasis can easily seem to the people like a private agenda or a hobbyhorse. Even when the prayers are written down, if they are not fixed but are changeable at the whim of the minister, the people may be subjected to innovations that are more eccentric than edifying. Jesus told the apostle Peter, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17 KJV), not “experiment on my guinea pigs.” Fixed liturgical prayers protect the laity from a constant churn of experimentation and even error.6

Seventh, the best liturgical prayers have a simple, sturdy beauty. God can hear and answer prayers in our own words (thank goodness!), but as those words tumble out, I might mutter things that are vague or circuitous—maybe distracted—with fits and starts and hesitations. I may want to ask God for something but be uncertain what to ask for. Maybe the words I say never fully amount to what I mean. Still, God knows. As one of the prayers in the Book of Common Prayer puts it, we are approaching “Almighty God, the fountain of all wisdom, who knowest our necessities before we ask and our ignorance in asking” (p. 267 in the 1662 International Edition). The words of liturgical prayers can be focused, concentrated, rich beyond what I can cobble together on the spot. Especially in public services, liturgical prayers help ensure that everything spoken will build up the whole congregation (1 Corinthians 14:4). And whether the prayers are spoken in public or private, these words, beyond our own ability to compose, can draw our hearts along a well-traveled path of devotion toward God.

Eighth, liturgical prayers can become inscribed in our memories. The prayers in the Book of Common Prayer effectively deploy repetition, rhythm, and other rhetorical devices.7 These prayers come from a time when written and spoken English weren’t so separate, when written English was written not just for the eye but for the ear, making it easier to memorize. We can learn these prayers by heart. We can say them while we are walking, bicycling, or driving. We can remember them when we sit with a dying friend. And what is learned by heart can be shared across the generations. Liturgical prayers are like great hymns, such as “Rock of Ages” and “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing”—they express gospel truths, with words that etch themselves into the memory, words that connect father and son, grandmother and granddaughter. What we memorize and meditate on will change us, becoming part of who we are (Psalm 1:2-3).

To be sure, not all liturgical prayers are well-crafted. Some are disposable and will not be handed down from generation to generation. It’s not clear whether the most recent batch of liturgical prayers, especially many written since the late twentieth century, will stand the test of time. But all eight of the reasons just given for using liturgy apply with full force to the classic Book of Common Prayer. It gives us words when we have none: words drenched in Scripture, reverent words, words that draw in old and young and that draw on the experience and wisdom of the broader church, words that are beautiful and memorable, trustworthy words.




WHAT ABOUT FREEDOM?


But liturgy can prompt questions, even objections. We all love freedom, and it’s built into human nature that we do not like to be told what to do. Before today, there’s probably never been another culture or era of human history where people so often praised individual freedom and choice. That presents a challenge for a book about liturgy. One of the first things you’ll notice in the Book of Common Prayer is instructions printed in red (or in some editions, in italics). These instructions are called rubrics. As you turn the pages, you see more and more rubrics. It’s almost like it’s telling us, “Say these words, not some other words. Say this prayer, not some other prayer.” These liturgical prayers that are written down in advance and not made up on the spot—do they constrain my freedom? Are these the “vain repetitions” (Matthew 6:7 KJV) that Jesus warned us about?

The pattern in the Bible might surprise you. When Jesus taught his disciples about prayer, he started with how to pray. Don’t call attention to yourself; mean what you say; trust your Father in heaven (Matthew 6:5-8). But what did Jesus do next? He didn’t give his disciples advice about the best structure for prayer. He gave them something even more useful: specific words to remember and use. “This, then, is how you should pray” (Matthew 6:9 NIV). And in the early church, the apostles followed this example of liturgical prayer. They said “the prayers” (Acts 2:42 RSV), which were likely liturgical prayers. We don’t know what exactly these prayers were, but plausible guesses include psalms, familiar Jewish prayers, and the Lord’s Prayer.8 And the apostles prayed at regular times of the day, whether at the temple in Jerusalem or away from it (Acts 3:1, 10:9).

Following these examples, Christians have always used liturgical forms for prayer, while also recognizing a place outside of the liturgy for spontaneous prayers. In the first centuries after Christ, fixed forms of prayer developed across the Christian world. The church year began to take shape in the first two hundred years after Jesus’ birth, and in different places there were settled patterns for how the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper were celebrated. In both Eastern and Western churches, liturgical forms were the norm for public worship in the first fifteen hundred years after Christ.

That continued with the Reformation. It may be surprising to many Protestants today, but Martin Luther’s Wittenberg and John Calvin’s Geneva had liturgical forms for prayer and for the sacraments. The Protestant Reformation was about liturgy just as much as it was about doctrine, but it was not a rejection of liturgy. In fact, the reformers insisted on liturgy.9 But they wanted a liturgy that was not in Latin, so the people could understand it; a liturgy purged of corruptions; a liturgy that taught the people the word of God.

Of course, our hearts need to be in the prayers we say, and it is not enough just to recite the words. The liturgy does not work by osmosis; it does not form us as Christians automatically. The same is true for hymns and songs in worship. It is not enough just to sing the words without meaning them. Yet there are still many advantages to having hymns composed before a service instead of being made up on the spot—advantages like greater participation, assurance of doctrinal soundness, and compelling and memorable words. More than that, singing familiar hymns again and again actually enhances rather than diminishes their capacity to express the inarticulate longings of our hearts.10 If we can sing hymns written down in advance, without thinking that makes them fake or insincere, why not say prayers written down in advance?11

The idea that liturgical prayers are in conflict with prayer from the heart, with really meaning what we say, is relatively new in Christian history. Jesus, the apostles, churches before and after the Reformation—all used fixed forms of liturgical prayer. For most of the last two thousand years, Christians have used liturgical prayers and spontaneous prayers, with liturgical prayers predominating in public worship and adding richness and depth to the spontaneous prayers used in private worship. This Christian tradition of liturgical prayer is carried on in the Book of Common Prayer, which we will explore in the chapters that follow.
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A Ten-Minute History of the Prayer Book
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THE ORIGINS OF THE BOOK of Common Prayer lie in the sixteenth century, in the upheaval of the Reformation. In the early 1500s, Europe was stirring. In 1516, the Dutch scholar Erasmus published the first fresh Latin translation of the Scriptures in a millennium. In 1517, Martin Luther published his 95 Theses, denouncing the selling of indulgences that were supposed to free the buyers’ loved ones from purgatory. In 1522, Huldrych Zwingli served sausages during Lent, arguing that Christian fasting should be voluntary.

Throughout the lands of the Holy Roman Empire, including areas that are now Germany, France, and Switzerland, reformers called the church back to the authority of the Scriptures and insisted that we are pardoned from sin solely on the basis of faith in Christ. In these reforming churches—labels like “Protestant,” “Lutheran,” and “Calvinist” were not used yet, but would come soon—there was a new emphasis on the people hearing God’s word in their own language. But even while the Reformation was beginning on the Continent, the situation was different in England.

During the 1530s there were striking changes to the English church. King Henry VIII and Parliament abolished the jurisdiction of the Roman pope and dissolved the monasteries, toppling two pillars of the medieval religious superstructure. But for the typical English lay person, the experience of worship barely changed. Many lay people attended weekly or even daily Mass, yet much of the service was inaudible to them. And it was in Latin, so even when the people could hear, they usually couldn’t understand. Lay people attending church would say their own private prayers until the ringing of a bell directed their attention toward the priest, who was lifting into the air what appeared to be a wafer—but was believed to be not bread but something else entirely, the very body of Christ, presented anew to God as a sacrifice for the sins of the faithful, both the living and the dead. Usually only the clergy received, and when the laity did, the chalice was withheld from them. No matter how deeply moving the service was for lay people—and for many it certainly was—the sense of exclusion was unmistakable. The readings were not in their language, the prayers were not in their ears, the service books were not in their hands, and the chalice never touched their lips.

But change was coming. King Henry VIII was succeeded in 1547 by his nine-year-old son, Edward VI, opening the door to full-scale religious reform.
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ARCHBISHOP CRANMER’S ACHIEVEMENT


June 9, 1549, was a Sunday. It was Pentecost, or as it was known in England, Whitsunday. This was the day that the archbishop of Canterbury selected as the first Sunday when the new Book of Common Prayer would be used in services all through the land of England. That archbishop was Thomas Cranmer, godfather of Edward VI and of the English Reformation.

Archbishop Cranmer’s selection of Whitsunday was not an accident. The second chapter of Acts records that on the day of Pentecost, as the apostles spoke, each person heard the word of God “in his own language” (Acts 2:6 RSV). Now, for the first time, all through the land, those who spoke English would hear the word of God in their own language. Now, instead of a daily Mass that was said on behalf of the people—and in Latin, so even if they attended and were able to hear the largely inaudible words, they could not understand them—there would be daily services of Morning and Evening Prayer in which the people heard and understood the word of God.

The book first used on that day has turned out to be something beyond what anyone at the time could have imagined. After the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer has been the most widely used book in the English language. By one scholar’s count, “Up to a billion people have said prayers together, got married, or buried their families and friends, saying its words.”1

But none of that was known in 1548 and early 1549, when Archbishop Cranmer sat in his library at Lambeth Palace, surrounded by books. He had gathered what was probably the largest collection of liturgical texts in Europe, and from them he was compiling—probably with help from a supporting cast—the first Book of Common Prayer. His main sources were the Latin service books used in the English church. Many of the prayers in these books had been in use in the Western Church for at least eight hundred years, and Cranmer translated them into clear, dignified English. Other prayers were drawn from the work of reformers on the Continent, or from liturgies of the Greek churches. And still others were original compositions, either by Cranmer or colleagues working with him.

We can see Cranmer’s consummate liturgical craftsmanship in the way he wove these varied threads into a single coherent whole. The language of the Book of Common Prayer is euphonious and memorable, and it stands up under the test of constant repetition. There is something paradoxical about this language. It is plain, not ornate. Yet it is also beautiful. It is emotionally restrained, yet deeply moving. It conveys intimacy as well as grandeur; human warmth, but also a note of reverence and awe, of transcendence.

Sometimes people compare the language of the Book of Common Prayer to William Shakespeare, but it’s much simpler and homelier. Its “cadences have the grace of strength rather than of decoration.”2 The prayer book is sometimes called “poetic,” but none of it is actually verse. In fact, Cranmer was a mediocre poet, and he knew it. The gift he had was in writing the kind of liturgical English that can be used day in, day out, without ever becoming trite. Cranmer also had a sense of drama. He knew how to build a service to a crescendo, and how to strip away verbal and ceremonial distractions so that the words and ceremonies that remained would have unevadable force.

Cranmer and the other English reformers would have been appalled at the idea that they were producing “great literature.” Their language bears the weight of conviction, and their goal was to turn the kingdom of England toward repentance, and toward sincere and genuine faith. Their chief means of doing that was to ensure that the people would know the life-giving Scriptures: “So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” (Romans 10:17 KJV). As Alan Jacobs wrote, “Cranmer’s book, and its direct successors, will always be acknowledged as historical documents of the first order, and masterpieces of English prose, but that is not what they want or mean to be. Their goal—now as in 1549—is to be living words in the mouths of those who have a living faith.”3

That is why Cranmer made sure that every service in the Book of Common Prayer proclaims the gospel—the good news that sinners can be pardoned and saved because of the death of Christ. The prayer book is designed to proclaim the gospel persuasively. It manages the hearers’ encounter with the divine word in several ways: first using the Scriptures to prompt self-examination in order to hammer away at our hard hearts; then using the Scriptures to offer broken and contrite hearts the balm of the gospel; and finally using the Scriptures to point faithful hearts to appropriate ways of responding to the gospel (such as praise, prayer, good works, almsgiving, and feasting at the Lord’s table). Cranmer made sure every service is filled with Scripture, and almost 80 percent of the Book of Common Prayer is from the Bible. “The Prayer Book[’s] . . . liturgy is not an alternative to being Word-centered, but rather a way of being so.”4

In this aim, Cranmer was working closely with leaders in the Reformed and Lutheran churches on the Continent. Like them, he was always careful to follow and teach the catholic doctrine of the creeds, including the doctrines of the Trinity and incarnation. All three creeds of the Western church are included in the Book of Common Prayer and are said regularly: the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed. Yet he was also careful to prune away medieval accretions like prayers to the saints, purgatory, transubstantiation, and the practice of offering the Mass to God as a sacrifice for sin. In place of these doctrines, the Book of Common Prayer emphasizes that Jesus Christ is the only mediator between God and man, that we are justified by faith alone, and that the believer feeds on Christ in the sacrament “after a heavenly and spiritual manner” (Article 28, which is in the 1662 International Edition at p. 640).

But the English reformers were concerned with more than beauty and truth. They were also concerned with simplicity, or what we might call usability. In Cranmer’s preface to the Book of Common Prayer, called “Concerning the Service of the Church,” he has two main complaints about the late medieval services. One is that they were in Latin, which the people couldn’t understand. The other is that they were too complicated. As he memorably put it, because of “the number and hardness of the rules” and “the manifold changings of the service, . . . there was more business to find out what should be read, than to read it when it was found out” (p. xv).

These themes—the gospel, thoroughly catholic and thoroughly reformed doctrine, simplicity, and beauty—are key to understanding the Book of Common Prayer. Previously there had been many books and they had been in Latin, unintelligible to the laity. Now everything was in one book, for clergy and laity, for churches and homes. It was a book of prayer for everyone to hold in common.




REVISION AND REVOLUTION


The first Book of Common Prayer was published in 1549, but it was not the last. The English reformers had been cautious; in the first edition they had not moved as far as they wanted to. And the reaction to the new Book of Common Prayer showed that some parts were ambiguous, especially about whether the prayer book decisively rejected transubstantiation. Transubstantiation is the teaching that the “substances” of bread and wine are miraculously replaced through the consecration prayer with the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ.

In 1552, Archbishop Cranmer produced a revised edition. Although the theology of the Book of Common Prayer was not greatly changed, it was articulated more clearly. The Holy Communion service was streamlined and ambiguities were removed: now there was no way it could be interpreted as the priest offering Jesus Christ as a sacrifice to God for sin, and those receiving communion were now told to “feed on him in thy heart by faith.” A new introduction with confession and absolution was added to the daily services, and all prayers for the dead were removed from the burial service. It was a clearer, better organized prayer book.

As this new edition of the Book of Common Prayer was used throughout England—common prayer for the whole kingdom—it seemed like the English Reformation would finally take root. But that appearance was deceptive. The next year, 1553, the young king, Edward VI, died. He was succeeded by his half sister, Queen Mary I, who banned the Book of Common Prayer and restored the Latin Mass. She persecuted the reformers—earning the nickname “Bloody Mary”—and among the more than three hundred Reformation martyrs executed by Mary would be Archbishop Cranmer himself, who in 1556 at age sixty-five was burned alive at the stake, condemned in part for the doctrine and worship of the prayer book.

But Queen Mary’s reign did not last long. In 1558, she too died and was succeeded by her half sister Queen Elizabeth I. For the people of England, it was the third coronation of a monarch in about a decade, and each new monarch had brought a decisive shift in worship. Queen Elizabeth appointed new bishops, including Protestant reformers—like John Jewel—who had been exiles on the Continent during Queen Mary’s rule.

Under Queen Elizabeth, the revised Book of Common Prayer was restored, with only a few adjustments. One change was to the words the priest said when he gave the bread and wine to each communicant. In Queen Elizabeth’s 1559 edition of the prayer book, the words from the 1549 edition of the Book of Common Prayer (“The body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee, preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life”) were combined with the words from the 1552 edition (“Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on him in thy heart by faith with thanksgiving”). The 1559 adjustments do not seem to have caused any controversy. Then, in 1561, the calendar was altered and special Old Testament readings for Sundays were added.

Over the next century, there would be almost no change in the Book of Common Prayer. One small change was the addition to the catechism of a new section on the sacraments (1604). And people began adding to the back of the Book of Common Prayer things that had previously been printed as separate books—including the Psalter, the Articles of Religion (the Anglican doctrinal statement), and the Ordinal (the services for ordaining clergy). But there was essentially no change to the prayer book itself.

During the English Civil War in the 1640s, the Book of Common Prayer was once again banned—this time, not by a Catholic queen but by a Puritan Parliament. After the Civil War passed and Oliver Cromwell died, a weary nation welcomed back a new king, Charles II. He brought back the prayer book, which had been illegal to use in church for nearly two decades. During that time, it had been treasured by many people throughout England, who continued to privately say its prayers and read its psalms.

When the Book of Common Prayer was restored, it was also revised. For the new 1662 edition, every page was scrutinized. The larger changes made were (1) using the King James Version for the readings from the epistles and gospels, (2) adding a service of Holy Baptism for adults, (3) adding special prayers for use at sea, and (4) making the Psalter, which had always been used with the Book of Common Prayer, part of the book itself.

There were many small refinements as well. For example, there were new prayers for those preparing for ordination, special psalms for Good Friday, and instructions about consuming any remaining consecrated bread and wine after a service of Holy Communion. Nevertheless, as one liturgical scholar has observed, “in the end it is the same book that emerges with only minor alterations.”5

Much had changed in the century between 1552 and 1662. In 1552, England was a small kingdom on the periphery of Europe, hardly a great power, with a frail fourteen-year old king and a tenuous commitment to the Protestant Reformation. In 1662, it had a restored monarchy, as well as the confidence of a kingdom whose authors now included Spenser and Shakespeare. The Royal Navy patrolled the sea lanes connecting London with colonies that stretched from Massachusetts to Jamaica. England was now the leading Protestant country in the world.

But through all these changes, the Book of Common Prayer was substantially the same, and by 1662 several generations of English men and women had been baptized, married, and buried by ministers who said its words.




THE 1662 BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER TODAY


The 1662 Book of Common Prayer quickly spread around the world. It was the liturgy of the Church of England, and wherever the British empire spread, its services followed. The prayer book was used by settlers in Australia, sailors in California, and newly baptized Christians in Nigeria. It was translated into more than one hundred languages, from Arabic (1674) to Zulu (1882).

In the 1800s, the relationship of the Church of England to its daughter churches around the world began to change. In time, the different national churches became independent, with their own constitutions and bishops, but most continued to use the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. An early exception was America following the revolution. The newly organized Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America revised the prayer book, not least to replace prayers for King George III’s victory over his enemies.6 In 1878, the Church of Ireland modestly revised the prayer book as well. Then, in the twentieth century, more Anglican national churches began to adopt their own revisions of the Book of Common Prayer, with increasing divergence from the original.

Nevertheless, the 1662 Book of Common Prayer has a unique place. The reformation of the Church of England was advanced through a variety of texts that came to be called her “formularies,” and these, in turn, have shaped the wider Anglican tradition beyond the Church of England. The 1662 Book of Common Prayer is one of these formularies. Another is the Articles of Religion, also called the Thirty-Nine Articles. The Articles are the Anglican doctrinal statement, or “theological identity-card,” to borrow a phrase from J. I. Packer.7 Still another formulary is the Ordinal, which contains the services for ordaining bishops, priests, and deacons. The Ordinal spells out the doctrine of ministry, including the role of bishops. There are also two Books of Homilies, which explain key doctrines in sermon form. (We discuss the Books of Homilies in chapter ten.) It’s standard practice for a printing of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer to include the Articles and the Ordinal at the back, and the International Edition also includes one of the homilies (at p. 654).

The 1662 Book of Common Prayer is used to this day. It remains the official prayer book of the Church of England and is supported by the Prayer Book Society. Around the world there are many churches, schools, and individuals who use it.8 In most Anglican churches, even where the 1662 Book of Common Prayer is not used in a typical worship service, it continues along with the other formularies to be a standard for Anglican belief and worship.9 Yet there are some impediments to using the 1662 Prayer Book, especially because the prayers for civil authorities are so closely and explicitly tied to the British monarch and the royal family. Our aim in editing the 1662 International Edition was to remove these impediments.

When Cranmer and his associates first compiled the Book of Common Prayer and published it for use in English churches on Whitsunday in 1549, no one could have imagined that its words would echo through so many centuries and so many places. Yet the words of the Book of Common Prayer and, most of all, the words of the Scriptures that are contained in the book, have nourished the faith of hundreds of millions of Christians. They continue to do so, as the 1662 Book of Common Prayer is rediscovered by a new generation of those who want common prayer. What is it about the prayer book that has sustained the souls and captured the imaginations of so many people? That question is answered by the rest of this book.
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