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THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER (‘BCP’) sets out an order for public worship within the Church of England and other churches in the Anglican Communion. The BCP has a robust structure, setting out liturgy for Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, Holy Communion and special services, but not including hymns, anthems or the Lectionary. The BCP may also include a Psalter, and the thirty-nine Articles setting out the Church of England’s doctrines. The title ‘common prayer’ is a ‘familiar term in medieval usage for collective worship in church’[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  B. Cummings, B, ed, The Book of Common Prayer The Texts of 1549, 1559 and 1662. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) p. 801.
] 

First, the origins of the BCP are considered in this article. The BCP is then considered both as a text and as an act of worship, before concluding that the BCP is remarkable for its longevity and in bringing together communities for shared acts of worship. Further research is needed about the BCP’s relevance in the twenty-first century.  
ORIGINS: The BCP provided the format for distinctively Anglican public worship, following the English church’s split from Roman Catholicism, known as the Reformation (1534 C.E.). In 1548 the Windsor Commission consisting of twelve bishops and clergymen edited a draft of a new prayer book prepared by Archbishop Cranmer (1489-1556). This draft preserved aspects of the formerly Catholic liturgy, but introduced Protestant influences including: less emphasis on a ‘theology of sacrifice’; fewer Propers (seasonal or festive variations); and a greater emphasis on scripture. The Act of Unity required the new prayer book, the BCP, to be used across England from 9th June 1549. 
The ideas of Calvin (1509-1564) and other European Protestant theologians, as well as pressure from some for a bigger break with Catholicism, influenced a second version of the BCP introduced in 1552. Revisions included the deletion of most Propers and of references to transubstantiation. The BCP was not used during the Catholic restoration in the reign of Queen Mary (1553-1559), but a further revised version of the BCP, which included reference to communion bread and wine standing for Christ’s body and blood, was introduced in 1662 in the reign of Queen Elizabeth I.   
BCP AS TEXT: In the text of the BCP Cranmer adapted pre-existing liturgies in elegant prose. The text’s cultural significance in post-Reformation society is reflected in English literature, including the content and style of writers such as Dickens (1812-1870) and Thomas Hardy (1840-1928).    
During the twentieth century, however, the BCP was increasingly criticised for its outdated text. In 1928 the United Kingdom Parliament debated, but prevented, revision of the BCP. Pressure grew in England for a more modern prayer book. The Church of England in 1955 began consultations which culminated in 1980 in an authorized ‘Alternative Service Book’ (‘ASB’)[footnoteRef:3]. It is used alongside, and has equal status with, the 1662 version of the BCP within the Church of England. The ASB retains much of the BCP’s structure. However, the ASB uses contemporary language and alternative options within services.  [3:  Church of England, The Alternative Service Book 1980 (London: SPCK, 1980)] 

The text of the BCP in churches outside England has been revised. In 1958 the Lambeth Conference agreed that Anglican unity relied upon the structure of the BCP, not textual differences. The provinces of the Anglican Communion have since developed their own versions.
The textual contrast between versions of the BCP is illustrated by the collects for Good Friday. The 1662 version states: ‘Have mercy on all Jews, Turks, Infidels and Hereticks, and take from them all ignorance’[footnoteRef:4]. The text has been revised by some Anglican churches to reflect contemporary inclusive beliefs. The BCP in the American Episcopal Church for example states ‘Have compassion on all who do not know you as you are revealed in your Son Jesus Christ’[footnoteRef:5]. However, the original 1662 version remains the liturgy of the Church of England[footnoteRef:6].     [4:  Cummings, p. 317]  [5:  The Episcopal Church ‘The (Online) Book of Common Prayer’. https://www.bcponline.org/ [Accessed: 04.11.17] p 280.]  [6:  Church of England, ‘The Book of Common Prayer’ 2017(a). https://www.churchofengland.org/prayer-worship/worship/book-of-common-prayer/collects-epistles-and-gospels/good-friday.aspx [Accessed 31.10.17]] 

BCP AS ACT OF WORSHIP: The BCP’s structure (Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, and so on) determines how public acts of worship are conducted. The BCP does not prohibit private prayer, but requires public prayer as part of the life of the Anglican Church. 
The BCP maintains the episcopal polity of Anglicanism. The ordained orders of bishops, priests, and deacons lead acts of worship. The BCP regards the laity and clergy as both being apostolates, so both participate in worship.
The BCP is at the heart of Anglican spirituality. John Wesley (1703-1791), the founder of Methodism, wrote that ‘There is no liturgy in the World, either in ancient or modern language that breathes more of a solid, scriptural, rational piety than the Common Prayer’[footnoteRef:7]. In the present day, the BCP retains its spiritual significance. Baptism and Holy Communion are sacraments regarded by some Anglicans as necessary for salvation.  [7:  cited in Cummings p. xlix] 

Some acts of worship using the BCP in Anglican provinces have moved away from the 1662 version. For example, A New Zealand Prayer Book (He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa)[footnoteRef:8] is a revised version of the BCP containing new rituals and a translation into Maori. Nonetheless, this version retains the BCP’s original structure including Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer. [8:  Church of New Zealand ‘A New Zealand Prayer Book. He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa’ 1989. http://anglicanprayerbook.nz/ [last accessed 01.11.17]] 

Contemporary acts of worship using the 1662 version of the BCP alienate some worshippers. Some women, for example, may find the BCP’s textual content and style of worship too male orientated, reflecting the patriarchal medieval society in which it was written.
The extent to which the BCP is still used is not recorded in the Church of England’s annual statistics[footnoteRef:9]. Whilst church attendance is a crude measure of ecclesial health, the number of Christians worshiping weekly with the Church of England is declining. Further research is needed into the extent to which the 1662 version of the BCP is still used within the Church of England.  [9:  Church of England, ‘Statistics for Mission 2016’ 2017(b).  https://churchofengland.org/media/4038454/2016statisticsformission.pdf [Accessed 31.10.17]
] 

CONCLUSION: The BCP was written during the upheavals of the Reformation. The BCP provides a distinctive Anglican liturgy. It brings together laity and clergy for shared acts of worship which have a clear and consistent structure (Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer and so on). The BCP remains at the heart of Anglican worship today with the text being updated in many Anglican provinces whilst retaining the BCP’s distinctive structure. The 1662 version of the BCP remains part of the Church of England’s liturgy, although this version may contain text or a style of worship which alienates some people about which further research is needed.   
BIBLIOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW: The origins and historical development of the BCP are widely documented, including encyclopaedia articles under the heading ‘Book of Common Prayer’[footnoteRef:10] and ‘Anglicanism’[footnoteRef:11]. More specialist texts consider the BCP’s origins, in particular Cumming’s commentary[footnoteRef:12].  [10:  A. Bond and A. Lingas ‘Book of Common Prayer’, in A. Latham (ed) The Oxford Companion to Music. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.
J. Guy ‘Book of Common Prayer’ in J. Cannon, ed, Oxford Companion to British History. [2nd ed] Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015.
H. Hillebrand (ed) ‘Book of Common Prayer’ in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Reformation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005(a).
M. Shepherd and L. Weil ‘Book of Common Prayer’, in New Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 2. [2nd ed] Detroit: Gale, 2003]  [11:  For example, M. Shepherd and D. Martin, D, ‘Anglicanism’ in L. Jones (ed.) Encyclopedia of Religion. [2nd ed] Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005 pp ]  [12:  Cummings] 

A distinction between prayer as ‘text’ and prayer as ‘act of worship’ is discussed in the The Encyclopaedia of Religion[footnoteRef:13]. The text of the BCP being liturgy handed down from the Reformation is a theme that widely recurs throughout the literature[footnoteRef:14]. The BCP’s cultural influence is evidenced in encyclopaedia articles and specialist texts about literary works, such as those of Dickens[footnoteRef:15] and Hardy[footnoteRef:16].  [13:  S. Gill ‘Prayer’ in L. Jones, ed, Encyclopedia of Religion. [2nd ed] Detroit: MacMillan Reference, 2005]  [14:  For example, Hillebrand, H. (ed) ‘Liturgy’ in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Reformation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005(b).
Cummings, pp xvii-lv.]  [15:  S. Andrew ‘Book of Common Prayer’, in P. Schlicke (ed.) Oxford Reader's Companion to Dickens. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.]  [16:  N. Page (ed.) ‘The Book of Common Prayer’, in Oxford Reader’s Companion to Hardy.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011
] 

Changes in acts of worship using the BCP are discussed in the New Catholic Encyclopaedia[footnoteRef:17], and on the World Wide Web[footnoteRef:18]. Several sources consider the contemporary experiences of groups within the church such as the laity[footnoteRef:19] and women[footnoteRef:20], although further exploration of attitudes towards the BCP may be needed. Whilst statistics about church participation need to be treated cautiously[footnoteRef:21], there is for example a gap within the Church of England’s own data.    [17:  M. Shepherd and L. Weil ‘Book of Common Prayer’, in New Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 2. [2nd ed] Detroit: Gale, 2003]  [18:  For example, Legg, J. ‘Some Vindications of the Book of Common Prayer appearing in Unexpected Quarters’ 1916. http://anglicanhistory.org/liturgy/legg_unexpected.html [Accessed 29.10.17].]  [19:  For example, C. Miller ‘The theology of the laity: Description and construction with reference to the American Book of Common Prayer’, falseAnglican Theological Review, Spring 2002, pp 219-238. 
B. Stephen and B. Cones ‘A Prayer Book for the Twenty-first Century?’ Anglican Theological Review, 2014, Vol.96 (4), p.655.]  [20:  Smith, E. ‘Women, Word, and Worship: Changing the Treasury of Resources’, Anglican Theological Review, 82, 1, 2000, pp113-128]  [21:  Chryssides, G ‘Does Size Matter?’, in The Study of Religion An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods, ed. by G. Chryssides and R Greaves (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2007), pp 89-126
] 
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Abbreviations
ASB – Alternative Service Book.
BCP – Book of Common Prayer
C.E. – Common Era



Methodology: Using Encyclopaedias and Other Sources.
I initially searched under the title ‘Book of Common Prayer’ to find articles in encyclopaedias highlighted as relevant by the University library catalogue (Oxford Companion to British History (2nd Edition); The Oxford Companion to Music; The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Reformation; New Catholic Encyclopaedia). Some entries between the encyclopaedias were similar in style and content, the earliest version being the New Catholic Encyclopedia (2003). Some encyclopaedias did not have entries about ‘Book of Common Prayer’ (for example, there is no specific article in Encyclopedia of Religion).
I identified key words in the articles: ‘Anglicanism’; ‘Liturgy’; ‘Prayer’. I searched these key words to find further articles in encyclopaedias.
Next, more specialised books than encyclopaedias illuminated the textual meaning and origins of the BCP, in particular Cumming’s The Book of Common Prayer. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I also identified themes in the encyclopaedia articles about ‘Common Prayer’, such as the BCP in literature; and the role of clergy and the laity. Encyclopaedias had little or no content about these more specialised themes. I therefore searched for examples of books or journal articles that considered these themes. 
From my previous studies (MA in Christianity and Inter-religious Relations) I knew of some texts which highlighted changes between the 1662 BCP and more modern versions. Similarly, I was aware of uncertainties about the extent to which the BCP is used within the Church of England, and could evidence this using the Church’ own statistics.
As my research developed, I found on the World Wide Web different versions of the BCP to complement the research. 
Throughout my work, I was mindful that I am an ‘insider’ within the Church of England. I have tried to be as objective as possible, keeping my personal feelings and views about the BCP subordinate to the texts being used in the research. Personally, I would support the 1662 version of the BCP being removed from the liturgy of the Church of England and a new, more inclusive version being introduced (as has happened in New Zealand, for instance). However, I have endeavoured to be objective, and not to convert my personal views into an encyclopaedia article. 






