
 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

A Collaborative Work of Art in Action:  
The 1979 American Book of Common Prayer, Rite II 

 
Heidi Gabrielle Nobles, M.A. 

 
Thesis Chairman: James E. Barcus, Ph.D. 

 
 
In his book, Art in Action, Nicholas Wolterstorff argues that a work of art can 

only truly be understood within the context of its action.  This paper presents the 

Eucharistic Rite II of the 1979 American Book of Common Prayer as a work of 

complex and aesthetically engaging literary art.  Yet while Rite II offers plenty of 

aesthetic appeal, the text’s greater significance comes from its liturgical identity as 

fundamentally active: Rite II refuses to stand solely as an object of aesthetic 

contemplation; rather, it demands that its readers respond to it in action, and it 

participates in its work alongside its readers.  The key to Rite II’s action lies in the 

collaboration between the text and its readers, for the two parties come together to 

perform work beyond themselves: they join in prayer to bring themselves and the world 

into communion with God through adoration, intercession and personal transformation. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Art of a Community: The Artistic Development and Significance of the Book of 
Common Prayer 

 
 

Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you no secrets 
are hid. Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that 
we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy Name; through Christ our 
Lord. Amen. 

—Book of Common Prayer, Eucharist Rite II, 1979 
 

Since the publication of the first Anglican Book of Common Prayer in 1549, 

members of the Anglican tradition have persistently crafted and revised the prayer 

book; the text has been added to, rearranged, changed.  The work can be likened to the 

creation of a cathedral—built across centuries by many hands, carefully shaped over 

time, never static.  Bayard Hale Jones, in his Dynamic Redemption: Reflections on the 

Book of Common Prayer, expands on this metaphor, saying,  

whenever an addition was made to the fabric [of a cathedral] . . . it was 
not made, as we would be at pains to do, in the style in which the church 
was originally built, but in that which was in fashion at the time. . . .  Just 
as the religious ideas of each successive age embodied themselves, 
through architectural forms, in the fabric of the church, some of them 
surviving all changes to be an integral part of the present day, so, 
similarly, they received expression in forms of worship.  (5) 
 

Like the evolution of a cathedral, the Book of Common Prayer has been changed and 

added to according to the needs and preferences of each age, and so it has developed 

along with the Episcopal Church.   

The Book of Common Prayer is a lived book—that is to say, its readers engage 

and practice its liturgies so regularly as to make it an integral part of their lives and 

subconscious awareness.  The intrinsic value of putting unspoken familiarity with the 

1 
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text into words is that, by understanding the function of the Book of Common Prayer 

more explicitly, those who practice it may experience its work more fully.  I hope that 

by laying bare some of the ways in which the text functions, readers may be drawn 

deeply into the mysteries that reside in every word and every pause of the Book of 

Common Prayer. 

 Before delving into the text itself, let us will consider the text’s origins and 

development, for its history is crucial to its identity.  For the contemporary Episcopal 

church, the American Book of Common Prayer is the most current stage of a book that 

has grown and changed over several centuries.  This text descends from the Anglican 

Book of Common Prayer.  The first edition of that book was composed primarily by 

Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer and appeared in 1549, shortly after the 

Church of England broke with the Catholic church to form the Anglican communion in 

1534.   

Numerous concerns met that early edition,1 and the text was updated in 1552 

with more reformist2 characteristics, including increased congregational participation 

and a note renouncing the doctrine of transubstantiation (Sydnor 19).  Updated editions 

                                                 
1The reaction against the 1549 edition took various forms. The most violent group opposed the 

Prayer Book completely, demanding the return of the old Latin Mass. (This group also stood against the 
English Bible, wanting the Latin version restored.)   Another group resisted the 1549 edition because it 
retained too much of the Catholic Mass, including the prescription for the priest to kiss the Lord’s Table. 
Others objected to the book’s reference to “the Altar” rather than a “holy table,” and expressed their 
indignation by ransacking church buildings, removing rich adornments in protest. It is important to note 
that every edition of the Prayer Book has met some level of resistence from those people who have grown 
extremely attached to the book’s earlier form. 
 

2The Reformers, including Peter Martyr and Martin Bucher, wanted to move further away from 
the Catholic Mass and to allow for greater congregational participation. 



 3

appeared in 1559, 1604, and 1662, each in response to objections of the English 

people.3  

By the eighteenth century, the growing population of Anglicans in America 

attempted to maintain a semblance of connection to the Church of England, but they 

found the distance across the Atlantic ocean to be a great strain.  In the last three 

decades of the eighteenth century, American Anglicans began breaking off from the 

Church of England to form the Episcopal Church, and in 1789, following the 1787 

ratification of the U.S. Constitution, a group of American Anglicans published the first 

American Book of Common Prayer.  The book’s preface was a letter expressing the 

group’s ongoing reverence for the Church of England, but stating their need for local 

leadership (v-vi).    

Since 1789, the American Book of Common Prayer has been revised and 

republished three times: in 1892, 1928, and most recently, 1979.  Each edition of this 

book descended from the Anglican prayer book, and each has been a group effort.  

Overseen by committee, authored and edited by multiple people in various centuries, 

the American Book of Common Prayer blends material original to each author with 

older, traditional sources, including first-century creeds and biblical sources that date 

back thousands of years.  Today, the General Convention, a governing body composed 

of “Deputies and Bishops representing their respective dioceses” (episcopalchurch.org), 

oversees the American Book of Common Prayer.4  In the General Convention, church 

                                                 
3For a thorough study of the motivations and specific changes between all editions of the Book of 

Common Prayer, from 1549-1979, refer to William Sydnor’s The Prayer Book Through the Ages. Sydnor 
explores the political and social elements taking place at the time of each revision; he also documents the 
major changes between each edition. 

 
4Hereafter, unless “American” is necessary to clarify editions, the 1979 edition will be referred to as simply 

the Book of Common Prayer. 
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representatives gather once every three years to discuss current concerns in the 

Episcopal church.  In the time between gatherings, the General Convention is managed 

by the Executive Council, a smaller elected group of church leaders.5  Members of the 

General Convention take the spiritual needs of Episcopal church members into account, 

and when they recommend revisions to the Book of Common Prayer, those changes are 

based on a desire to balance the need for stability and tradition with the need for 

flexibility and contemporary relevance.6, 7

This continual shaping by the Anglican community has resulted in a work of 

literary art that is both elegantly complex and aesthetically engaging.  In the following 

pages, I will analyze a brief portion of text, “The Holy Eucharist: Rite II,” as 

representative of the 1979 edition.8  For the purposes of this study, I am defining art as 

“aesthetic creation within a given medium (that is, paint for a painting, music for song, 

or the body for dance).”  In the case of Rite II, the medium is words, and the aesthetic 

creation is a liturgy that combines poetry and prose, in both written and spoken form, 

and in Chapter Two, I will consider the artistic elements of the text, all of which 

combine to create a structure with intricate layering and continual movement.  Art can, 

of course, be formed by a single artist (a painter, a sculpture, a writer) or by two or 

more people (the musicians in a symphony, the cast of a theatrical performance, the co-

                                                 
5For more information on the General Convention’s structure and activities, visit their website at 

www.episcopalchurch.org/gc.htm.  
 
6Because of the corporate and somewhat convoluted authorship of the American Book of Common Prayer, 

this thesis will not consider the role of the authors (an interesting enterprise, but one separate from this study) as a 
part of its scope. 
 

7The Episcopal Church is still connected with the Anglican Church; they are both members of the 
worldwide Anglican Communion of Churches. For more information on the Anglican Communion, visit 
www.anglicancommunion.org.  
 

8The text of Rite II is attached as appendix A. To minimize confusion I have excluded supplementary 
materials such as alternate forms of the prefaces, Prayers of the People, and the Eucharistic prayers. The appendix 
offers an adequate starting point for the discussion in this paper.   
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authors of a book).  Rite II certainly offers an example of the latter, being a 

collaborative effort among readers past and present and the written text, so in Chapter 

Three, I will discuss the distinctive action that Rite II performs, a collaborative work in 

prayer9 between the text and its readers, and I will explore the forms and significance of 

the Rite’s collaborative nature. 

One of the more challenging concepts underlying this project concerns the 

intersection of art and religious faith.  Rite II is a work of religious art, but faith and art 

have not always been easy companions.  Chaim Potok explores the tensions between the 

two in his novels My Name is Asher Lev and The Gift of Asher Lev, in which the 

protagonist must wrestle to reconcile his life as an artist with his life as a conservative 

Jew.  In Gift, one of the characters expresses the revulsion Asher’s religious community 

feels for his work as a painter, saying, “I don’t need to ask questions about art.  I say 

that it’s an outright desecration of the name of God” (61).  Some of the abhorrence for 

art that Potok considers arises from uniquely Jewish concerns, such as Jewish laws that 

forbid the making of images.  However, Christian communities sometimes have a 

similar response to art, decrying nudes as pornography or a novel with an atheist hero as 

blasphemy.   

Artistic creation resists censorship, even well-intentioned censorship.  Depicting 

nudes is a foundational exercise for the painter; without learning the lines of the nude 

                                                 
9Prayer has been seen in numerous ways and is itself a mystifying activity. The Oxford English Dictionary 

consistently defines prayer as petition—asking God for what one wants. Karl Barth describes prayer as submission to 
God, “at once an act of humility and triumph” and the work that “puts us in rapport with God and permits us to 
collaborate with him” (21, 20). The Catechism in the American Book of Common Prayer (1979) claims, “Prayer is 
responding to God, by thought and by deeds, with or without words” (856). I find the sixth-century monk John 
Climacus to be most helpful for this discussion. Climacus writes, “Prayer is by nature a dialog and a union of man 
with God. Its effect is to hold the world together. It achieves a reconciliation with God” (274). This paper modifies 
Climacus’s definition of prayer and considers prayer as “man reaching out for communion with God,” whether that 
communion is verbal or non-verbal, and whether it takes the form of “adoration, praise, thanksgiving, penitence, 
oblation, intercession, [or] petition” (the principal forms of prayer as listed in the American Book of Common Prayer, 
pg. 856). 
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human form, the painter cannot effectively render human subjects in any context.  A 

writer may argue that if his character is an atheist, he must write the character accurately 

in order to maintain integrity within the novel.   

Christianity’s censorship of art has further distorted artistic creation by turning 

art into a vehicle of religious agendas.  Such propagandizing warps art, which as 

Jacques Maritain explains, cannot be driven by a thesis, for 

Art has to be on its guard . . . against other foreign elements which 
threaten its purity. . . .  In this sense any thesis, whether it profess to 
demonstrate or to move, is an alien importation in art and as such an 
impurity.  It imposes upon art, in its own sphere . . . an alien rule and 
end; it prevents the work of art issuing from the heart of the artist with 
the spontaneity of a perfect fruit; it betrays calculation, a dualism 
between the intelligence of the artist and his sensibility, which the object 
of art is to have united.  (50-1) 

 
Applied to the discussion of art and faith, Maritain’s words imply that those artists who 

impose a Christian thesis upon their creation undermine their own effort by forcing their 

work to conform to predetermined ideals.  As a result, the work cannot realize its true 

identity.   

 The distortions that Christians have caused in much art have given many 

understandably negative connotations to the term “Christian art,” which is often 

considered formulaic and even cowardly, since “Christian artists” are known for 

refusing to push the boundaries of subject and form through which secular artists seem 

to delight in crashing.  A brief consideration of the Christian fiction section at a local 

bookstore demonstrates these charges: contemporary Christian fiction typically includes 

a mild crisis of faith, followed by the protagonist’s conversion or rededication to God.  

Conversions are explicitly spelled out, making it easy for the reader to follow suit, 

should he or she feel called.  No foul language is acceptable; any sexual references are 
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discreet and limited; theology must conform to commonly accepted Christian ideology.  

A writer for the general Western Christian audience must carefully consider the 

ramifications of including more controversial material in his or her books, since the 

consequences often include censure from the Christian community, loss of reputation, 

and a ruined career.  Compare the resulting formulaic and guarded books to secular 

works in which socially acceptable boundaries are enthusiastically thwarted, and in 

which characters are allowed to think or say or do what they will, regardless of whether 

they align with so-called Christian values.  All this is not to say that secular art has no 

limitations—social and commercial forces pressure all artistic work, regardless of 

religious ties.  But the censorship and propagandistic nature of “Christian” art have 

earned that field a negative reputation and have formed in contemporary culture the 

tendency to divorce faith and art. 

 How then does one approach Rite II as a work of art?  Recognizing the 

limitations that religion often places on art, how can one understand Rite II as both a 

Christian text and a viable example of art?  I believe one possible answer lies in a more 

nuanced understanding of what “Christian art” can be.  Returning to the example of 

Christian fiction: While the formulaic books espousing trite Christian themes may be 

hackneyed, examples of worthwhile Christian novels abound, as well—Sir Victor 

Hugo’s Les Miserables, Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamoz, Graham Greene’s 

The Power and the Glory, and many more.  Authentic characters grappling with 

difficult and often unanswered questions, treated with deft literary skill, set these books 

apart as successful works of art.  But the question arises, what makes a work of art 

“Christian”?  Must Christian art conform to Christian orthodoxy?   
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 In Chapter Three, this paper recounts a church service at which the congregation 

used an altered version of Rite II, excluding the recitation of the Nicene Creed and the 

Confession.  At this service, the officiating priest expressed more of an affinity with 

Buddha than with Christ.  My point in Chapter Three is to indicate the way in which 

text anchors readers in certain ideas, since the connection seems clear between the 

altered text and the congregation’s movement away from Christianity: without the 

explicit Christian reminders of the Creed and the Confession, the service strayed from 

orthodox Christian beliefs.  Since art requires freedom, does the alteration of the liturgy 

undermine the text as an artform?  Not necessarily, but it certainly shifts the text’s 

identity, and since Rite II is grounded fully in its identity as a Christian text, such a 

radical move disrupts the careful balance of the whole.  Taking the biblical readings and 

hymns and prayers out of their Christian context removes them from being a celebration 

of Christian identity and practice of Christian worship.  Maintaining the text’s integrity 

as a work of art with such a shift requires dexterity, and the quality of the artform 

succeeds or fails based on the skill with which the alteration is executed, but broadening 

Rite II from Christian practice to a more inclusive religious practice alters the work that 

the text and its readers are performing, for art is not something removed and 

untouchable, but changing and active.  

The idea of art as active is critical.  A work of art is not simply an object for 

contemplation, as Nicholas Wolterstorff explains in his book, Art in Action.  

Wolterstorff writes in defense of the idea that art ought to be approached as functional.  

Rather than thinking of art as existing solely for its own sake, as an autonomous work 

for aesthetic contemplation, Wolterstorff argues “that works of art are . . . inextricably 
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embedded in the fabric of human intention.  They are objects and instruments of action 

whereby we carry out our intentions with respect to the world, our fellows, ourselves, 

and our gods” (3).10  The quality of art as active is especially significant in liturgical art, 

for the word liturgy descends from the Greek for “work of the people”: liturgy is 

fundamentally active.  Rite II demonstrates Wolterstorff’s thesis because, while the text 

offers plenty of aesthetic appeal, it refuses to stand solely as an object of aesthetic 

contemplation; rather, it demands that its readers respond to it in action.   

This paper will take Wolterstorff’s claim a step further, arguing that a work of 

art can be not only an “object and instrument of action,” but also a participant in the 

action, and the following pages will contend that the text of Rite II participates in its 

work alongside its readers.  Several schools of thought have contributed to this 

argument.  First, reader-response theory, particularly the work of Roland Barthes, David 

Bleich, and especially Louise Rosenblatt, offers helpful insight into the connection 

between readers and texts.  I will be working with a modified version of Rosenblatt’s 

position to argue that in Rite II, readers and text join together to create meaning beyond 

the written work.  Essential to this argument is Walter Ong, whose thought has 

permanently altered the way in which scholarship views literacy and the relationship 

between humanity and words, whether those words are spoken or written.  Lastly, 

Richard D. McCall’s study of the performance of liturgy and J. L. Austin’s work in 

speech-act theory are independently compelling, but the work of the two combined 

                                                 
10Wolterstorff acknowledges that the action some works of art perform is that of serving as an 

object of aesthetic contemplation. However, he argues, contemporary Western society has extrapolated 
that all art serves this purpose, and this purpose only, and he holds that such a perception undermines our 
understanding of art as a whole (24-5).  
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prove extremely influential in the context of this study; the two concepts together 

provide increased understanding of the action that Rite II is performing as a spoken text. 

The identity of Rite II as an artwork of collaborative action infuses the text with 

the significance that Wolterstorff describes when he writes, “Liturgical art, much of it 

participatory in character, is the art of a community, at the service of its liturgical 

actions and not at the service of aesthetic contemplation” (188).  In other words, the 

value of the liturgy is not found in a removed analysis of its aesthetic qualities; the 

liturgy’s significance lies in its performance, and as such, one must become a part of the 

liturgy’s enactment to appreciate its art.  Chapter Two of this thesis will analyze the 

artistic elements of Rite II, considering its complex structure and movement, to 

encourage an understanding of the text as a work of art.  Chapter Three will then move 

to a broader treatment of the performance intrinsic to and surrounding Rite II—

especially looking at the potency of this text as one that is both written and spoken—in 

order to reveal the art of Rite II in the context of its action. 

To perform much of today’s art, one must have both natural talent and 

specialized training, a desirable combination, but a rare one that excludes nearly all 

people from actively participating in the arts as anything other than spectators.  As any 

audition for a place in the arts reveals, not everyone can be a proficient artist.  The 

blended lack of native ability and years of instruction prevents the majority of the world 

from performing in the arts, whether the medium is music, dance, painting, writing, 

sculpture, or another form of artistic expression.   

 In contrast, Rite II calls all people, regardless of aptitude or education, to join in 

its performance.  This inclusive quality reveals the Rite as intrinsically communal, an 
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idea that coincides with Wolterstorff’s work; he points out that liturgy has stood for 

centuries as the art of the community: 

In Western society until perhaps the seventeenth century it was 
principally works of liturgical art that constituted the works of the tribe.  
All men met in the church; and the enormous body of works of art called 
forth by the Christian liturgy was shared in common by all.  Though all 
men no longer meet in the church, it is still true that our liturgical art 
belongs to our art of the tribe, since those who make use of it are from 
elite and non-elite alike.  We sing our hymns together.  (23) 

 
As a part of the liturgical tradition, Rite II invites all people to perform its art.  As we 

will see later in this paper, the group’s participation in the Rite serves to transform the 

performers, readers and text, and to bring the outside world into closer communion with 

God than it would otherwise maintain.  Before we can fairly consider the work of the 

Rite, however, we must take the time to analyze the artistic facets of the text. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Art of Rite II: Layered Form and Movement 

  The text of Rite II is a complex work of art, so a full understanding of the action 

it performs and serves requires first a close analysis of the intricacies of the text itself.  

The Book of Common Prayer is renowned for its literary excellence—a reputation rooted 

in its elegant and challenging prose—and continues to minister to members of the 

Episcopal church around the world.  Though much outcry met, and continues to meet, the 

1979 modernization of the text, the language and structure of the contemporary prayer 

book offers special beauty, complexity, and grace to its readers.   

The 1979 edition certainly has its weaknesses, and the continuing concerns of 

many with regard to the alterations between the 1928 and the 1979 editions of the Book of 

Common Prayer are important to recognize.  In a 1991 article in the Anglican 

Theological Review, author Madeleine L’Engle articulated the concerns of Episcopalians 

worldwide, saying, “. . . we have not done well by language, dropping down to the lowest 

common denominator, as though our fellow Episcopalians are not capable of 

comprehending good language” (par. 16).  L’Engle goes on to give a number of 

powerful, specific examples of this diminution of language, primarily in the context of 

the revision of the Nicene Creed.  One of these revisions changed the first line of the 

creed, which used to read, “I believe in One God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven 

and earth, and of things, visible and invisible.”  As L’Engle notes, 

Visible and invisible has been replaced with seen and unseen, and that’s 
not the same thing at all.  If I close my eyes I don’t see you, but you’re 
still visible.  I love the idea of the great invisible world that we cannot see, 

12 
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but God can, the world of sub-atomic particles, the world of the galaxies 
beyond the reach of our greatest telescopes.  (par. 17) 
 

And, she goes on, “it gets worse.  We’ve taken out Begotten of his Father before all 

worlds.  That’s a terrible omission.  If we take out before all worlds it allows people to 

forget that Christ was, was before the beginning, was the joyous Word that shouted all 

things into being, was incarnate for us, and still is” (par. 18). In an earlier publication 

(Walking on Water, originally published in 1980), L’Engle made the following comment:  

To “The Lord be with you,” we used to reply, “And with thy spirit.”  Now 
it goes, “The Lord be with you.”  “And also with you.”  To which the only 
suitable response is, “Likewise, I’m sure.”   
 
We’re told that the new Prayer Book is meant to be in “the language of the 
people.”  But which people?  And in language which is left after a century 
of war, all dwindled and shriveled?  Are we supposed to bring our 
language down to the lowest common denominator in order to be 
“meaningful”?  (42)1, 2

 
Each of these examples demonstrates the impoverishment of language in the Book of 

Common Prayer that has certainly taken place, and L’Engle’s last question, regarding the 

legitimacy of degrading language in order to make it “meaningful” is haunting.  The 

present study is not meant to quarrel with the idea that the language itself diminished 

between the 1928 and the 1979 editions of the Book of Common Prayer; there is no 

question that this lamentable diminution took place.   

Yet, while the language of the Book of Common Prayer declined between the 

1928 and 1979 editions, the whole of the text did not deteriorate, for structure, form, and 

movement increased in complexity in the 1979 edition.  In an effort to bring to light its 
                                                 

1All of these examples refer to alterations that are observed during the Rite II services; Rite I still 
uses many of the older forms. I am focusing my study on Rite II in order to gain the greatest contrast 
between the two forms so that we can see the particular strengths that the 1979 edition has to offer. 

 
2L’Engle goes into even more detail about the impoverishment of language (both within the Book 

of Common Prayer and in general) in her book, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art, 
particularly on pages 40-43. 
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particular strengths, I am focusing my study in the 1979 Eucharistic Rite II, the more 

contemporary of the two rites (that is, the one in which the greater diminution of 

language has taken place), to demonstrate the sophistication and intricacy that resides 

there.3  By glimpsing a portion of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer’s value, scholars 

may be inspired to give more credence and attention to the whole of the text.  Scholars 

ought to recognize the boundless value of this text, particularly the 1979 edition, because 

its structure and movement have much to reveal about the nature of written works.  The 

text of the Book of Common Prayer is layered with such precision—providing depth and 

richness in form and content to delight the reader and to require both discipline and 

effort—that it forces the reader to engage intense complexity.  Within the context of this 

layering, the Book of Common Prayer carefully balances the relationship between 

ensuring order and allowing room for mystery by maintaining a careful structure while 

providing various moments of spontaneity within the whole.   

 The text is meticulously ordered and tight-knit; no reader can help but notice how 

scrupulously the whole of the Book of Common Prayer prescribes the various rites and 

services.  Reading through the “Calendar of the Church Year,” to the “Table of Suggested 

Canticles” (broken down by day, time of day, and location within each service), to the 

“Tables for Finding Holy Days,” and the Lectionaries (which stipulate the Scripture 

readings for each day of the year), readers are likely to feel a bit overwhelmed by the 

prescriptive nature of the text.  Special liturgies exist for various Holy Days; special 

offices exist for various occasions, including “Confirmation,” “The Blessing of a Civil 

Marriage,” the “Thanksgiving for the Birth or Adoption of a Child,” and so on.  The 

                                                 
3The full text of “The Holy Eucharist: Rite II,” as well as the “Prayers of the People,” which are 

usually included with the Eucharistic Rite II, may be found on pages 355-93 of the 1979 Book of Common 
Prayer. 
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authors took into account as many occasions as possible and laid down an ordered form 

for prayer.  The painstaking interconnections among all the sections of the book set the 

tone for the entire volume: each portion is intricately designed. 

Rite II, particularly, displays a great deal of textual layering.  The text both 

presents language original to itself and draws on established literature, including 

Scripture and the traditional creeds.  This layering begins immediately with the opening 

of the service, as the Book of Common Prayer directs its readers through song, listening 

to the spoken text, and active verbal participation.  The service commences with “a 

hymn, psalm, or anthem” (the specific choice among these is left to the discretion of the 

service leader), and then the Celebrant leads the congregation in the Acclamation, 

proclaiming, “Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”  The people respond with, 

“And blessed be his kingdom, now and for ever.  Amen.”  This opening, shifting from 

communal music to a solitary speaker to a collective voice, lays a foundation for the 

textured service that follows. 

Moving back to one voice, the text calls for the Celebrant to proceed with what is 

commonly referred to (though not denoted in the text) as the Prayer for Purity: 

Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you 
no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of 
your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify 
your holy Name; through Christ our Lord.  (355) 
 

The congregation joins the Celebrant at this point by uttering “Amen,” an expression of 

assent.  With this interjection, the group affirms that they share in the Celebrant’s prayer, 

before beginning the congregational recitation of the hymn:  
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  Glory to God in the highest,  
     and peace to his people on earth. 
 
  Lord God, heavenly King, 
  almighty God and Father, 
     we worship you, we give you thanks, 
     we praise you for your glory. 
 
  Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of the Father, 
  Lord God, Lamb of God, 
  you take away the sin of the world: 
     have mercy on us; 
  you are seated at the right hand of the Father: 
     receive our prayer. 
 
  For you alone are the Holy One, 
  you alone are the Lord, 
  you alone are the Most High, 
     Jesus Christ, 
     with the Holy Spirit, 
     in the glory of God the Father.  Amen.  (356) 
 

This crucial opening section of the text demonstrates two significant points, one 

regarding the details of the text and the other regarding the structure of the whole.  

Concerning the details of the hymn’s text, the hymn is divided into four stanzas: the first 

is a simple couplet; the next is four lines; and the last two stanzas are six lines each.  So 

the hymn shows a building effect, visually, and this visual element parallels the 

deepening sense of substance and rising tension in the movement of the Rite.  

Additionally, the hymn follows the traditional Trinitarian movement from Father to Son 

to Holy Spirit, with its emphasis on Christ: the first six lines focus on God the Father; the 

following eleven are primarily devoted to God the Son, with a brief mention of the Holy 

Spirit in the last two lines.  This structure also provides the framework for the Nicene 

Creed and the Great Thanksgiving, both of which come later in the service, so this hymn 

serves as an anchor of continuity to which the readers will return several times through 



 17

the course of the service.  This continuity is one of the ways in which the Rite maintains 

order even in the midst of deepest mystery. 

 Following the hymn, the service moves to one of the portions L’Engle critiques: 

the exchange “The Lord be with you.”  “And also with you.”  “Let us pray.”  Again, 

while the words may be weaker in the 1979 edition, the form remains powerful: coming 

immediately out of congregational, traditional singing, which has been focused outward, 

this exchange reminds the people of the community in which they stand.  They have been 

singing to God; now they address each other.  They have just affirmed who God is; now 

they call for His presence in the lives of their fellow worshipers.  And because they have 

just finished expressing, verbally, the nature of God, their call is no abstract wish—they 

know whose name they are invoking when they say, “The Lord be with you.”   

 This first invocation of the Lord’s presence is the introduction to the day’s 

Collect, another element that contributes to the rich layering of Rite II.  The Collects, a 

series of short prayers, primarily assigned for the Sundays of the Church year (though 

each day during Holy Week and Easter Week has a Collect, as does each of the Holy 

Days), are notable in two ways: first, in their individual structure, and second, in the way 

they move in the overall structure of the Rite.  Terry Fullam, an Episcopal priest, explains 

the structure of the Collects, pointing out that these short prayers (found on pages 157-

261 of the Book of Common Prayer) all follow the same form: each opens with a mode of 

address, then moves into an ascription, a petition, and finally, an oblation.  That is, each 

begins by addressing God in a certain way—for example, in the Traditional Collects,4 the 

prayer for January 1 begins with “Eternal Father” (162); the Collect for the Second 

                                                 
4The 1979 edition of the Book of Common Prayer has a section both for traditional and 

contemporary Collects. Both follow the Church year; only the phrasing is different, with the contemporary 
Collects offering more informal, familiar wording than the older, time-honored prayers. 
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Sunday after Epiphany with “Almighty God” (163)—then makes a statement about who 

God is.   

Using the two examples above, January 1’s Collect describes God as the one 

“who didst give to thine incarnate Son the holy name of Jesus to be the sign of our 

salvation”; the Second Sunday after Epiphany addresses the God “whose Son our Savior 

Jesus Christ is the light of world.”  The petition directly relates to the ascription, in the 

sense that what the prayer asks for is tied to the quality attributed to God in the ascription.  

This relationship is revealed even in the punctuation of the Collects; nearly all the 

ascriptions end with a colon, which is significant since a colon indicates that the 

information preceding it introduces the information that follows.  On January 1, the 

prayer asks that the “Eternal Father, who didst give to us thine incarnate Son the holy 

name of Jesus to be the sign of our salvation: Plant in every heart, we beseech thee, the 

love of him who is the Savior of the world, even our Lord Jesus Christ . . . .”  A second 

example implores that “Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ is the light of 

world: Grant that thy people, illumined by thy Word and Sacraments, may shine with the 

radiance of Christ’s glory, that he may be known, worshipped, and obeyed to the ends of 

the earth.”  How are the petitions related to the ascriptions in these examples?  The first is 

slightly more subtle, but the relationship lies between the concept of Christ as “incarnate” 

and the idea of planting love in every heart—both a fleshing out of something ethereal.  

In the first case, God becomes flesh in Christ; in the second, love becomes flesh in the 

Christian community.  The second example is more explicit: the prayer portrays Christ as 

the light of the world, then asks for that light to illumine his followers.  Lastly comes the 

oblation, which is the offering of the prayer to the Lord through Christ, as the second 
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example clearly shows, ending with the words, “through the same Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who with thee and the Holy Spirit liveth and reigneth, one God, now and for ever.  

Amen.”   

 While there are a few exceptions to this general structure in the Collects (the 

Third Sunday after Epiphany, for instance, begins with a petition, as does the Fifth), the 

structure that Fullam notes is remarkably consistent.  By presenting, each week, a 

different prayer following the same structure, the stability of the collects offers a 

challenge to its readers, who may find a kind of game, for instance, in figuring out how 

each week’s petition relates to the ascription that precedes it, and what that relationship 

might mean.  But while the Collects are complex, independent pieces, they are also 

dynamic pieces of the Rite’s whole; indeed, this dynamism is one of the most remarkable 

elements of the Book of Common Prayer.  The Collects are one of the key moments in the 

text because of the fact that they change from week to week; the text, carefully structured 

and prescribed, is designed to alter with each reading, which gives the text a life and 

breath to which static texts simply cannot aspire.  The constant variation of the Rite is a 

key aspect of its textual intricacy and this variation also takes place beyond the Collects.  

In fact, a similar effect occurs in the reading of the Lessons, which comes next in the 

service. 

 After the Celebrant recites the day’s Collect, the congregation listens to readings 

from, generally, the Old Testament, the Psalms, the New Testament, and the Gospels.  

Each of the readings is formally introduced, as designated in the text, with the words, “A 

Reading (Lesson) from _______” (357); each is formally closed with either the words, 

“Here ends the Reading (Epistle)” or a responsive exchange between the Reader (the one 



 20

reading the biblical text aloud) and the congregation.  Once again, while the structure is 

prescribed, the readings vary based on the day.  Each day has certain assigned readings, 

and these can be found in the Lectionary and the Daily Office Lectionary (887-1001), 

which lists the lessons and the psalms for every day of the Church year, based on a three-

year cycle.  The assignations of the Lectionaries provide the same elegantly meticulous 

variety that the Collects impart to the Rite, but with still another addition to the liturgical 

texture.  The Collects have been written by the Church fathers specifically for use in the 

liturgy; the lessons come from the Bible, and so bring an entirely different kind of 

literature to the service.  The Bible, of course, being a unique collection of sixty-six 

ancient books by over forty different authors, brings its own complex intertextuality—

authors in the Bible often quote each other in passing, demanding that readers recall 

detailed histories and cultural contexts and thereby supplying significant impact to a 

single excerpt.  Reading from so many sections of the Bible brings a rich blend of 

different voices into the service, the voices of past believers, and this tie to Christians 

outside of the present time and space adds to the intricacy of the text.  The unity of 

Christians past and present will arise again, later in the service. 

 The next section of the Rite is simply denoted in the text as “The Sermon,” 

nothing more.  The conciseness of the text on this element does not, however, lead to 

corresponding brevity on the part of the person delivering the sermon.  This irony is more 

present in some congregations than in others.  The sermon is of concern to this study for 

two reasons: first, this period is the longest in Rite II within which the people listen, 

rather than participate.  During the Sermon, the speaker ministers to the people, which 

stands in contrast to the majority of the Rite, which is a ministry of the people.  More will 
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be said about the readers’ ministerial work in Chapter Three; for now, the important item 

to recognize is that the sermon provides a contrast to the rest of the Rite in both style and 

voice, since the words are not explicitly written in the text and since the only audible 

voice is that of one speaker.   

Second, the sermon is the most lengthy “blank space”—that is, a break in the 

prescribed wording of the text—in the service.  The freedom of the sermon allows each 

priest or authorized speaker, who presumably knows the particular needs of the 

congregation, to speak what the people need to hear.  It is precisely this characteristic, the 

priest’s ability to personalize his or her words, that keeps the singular voice of the sermon 

from being something removed from the community.  In The Embodied Word: Preaching 

as Art and Liturgy, Charles Rice argues compellingly for the seamless integration of the 

sermon into the whole of the liturgy as a part of the communal act.  Preaching, Rice 

contends, should be “well integrated into the community’s worship, organic to the whole 

liturgical life of the congregation” (64).  Rice names the preacher as an artist, whom he 

describes as one who is able to “express aesthetically our deepest feeling and highest 

values, our common longings and difficult questions. . . .  [Aiming at] material 

expression of what is virtually inexpressible” (97).  In other words, the preacher acts as 

the voice of the congregation, putting into words the community’s sorrows, joys, and 

questions.  In keeping with this role, so closely tied to the whole of the congregation, “no 

authentic preaching [can occur] apart from the Eucharistic community, which is itself 

constantly being formed by the presence of God in Christ” (25).  Accepting Rice’s view, 

then, makes the sermon an integral part of the liturgy; despite its apparent departure from 
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the call-and-response liturgical structure, the sermon is not an interruption of the service, 

but a continuation of the common worship experience. 

 After the Sermon, the text calls the whole of the congregation back into active 

participation with the recitation of the Nicene Creed.  Much could be written about the 

Nicene Creed—its historical development, its theological import, its literary structure.  

The Creed is a complicated text in itself.  This discussion is concerned only with its 

function within Rite II, and that function is two-fold.  First, the presence of the Creed 

returns the readers to the Trinitarian structure established in the opening hymn—Father, 

Son, and Holy Ghost—which brings continuity to the Rite.  Second, the Creed, which 

dates to the 4th century and which has been used ever since as a common confession of 

faith, again brings readers into contact with believers past and present by joining their 

voices with those of the saints throughout the ages.  When the text directs its readers to 

stand and affirm the tenets of the Creed—“We believe in one God . . . in one Lord, Jesus 

Christ . . . in the Holy Spirit . . .” (358-9)—it moves its readers to a place unbounded by 

time and reminds them of the central beliefs that bring them together. 

 Appropriately, following this powerful affirmation of unity, the text moves into 

the Prayers of the People.  The Prayers, like the Collects and the Lessons, are somewhat 

changeable: the various forms (there are six) can be found on pages 383-93 of the Book of 

Common Prayer, and each congregation’s leaders must determine which form will be 

used in each service.  Each form, though, follows a responsive format, with a lead voice 

and a congregational reply; each also, as written in the text of the Rite, offers  

. . . intercession for  
  The Universal Church, its members, and its mission 
  The Nation and all in authority 
  The welfare of the world 
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  The concerns of the local community 
  Those who suffer and those in any trouble 
  [and] The departed (with commemoration of a saint when appropriate)  

(359). 
 

The Prayers of the People stands as one of the most crucial moments of prayerful activity 

within the Rite, and this idea, too, will be discussed further in Chapter Three.  

Concerning their place in the textual layering of the service, the Prayers call readers into 

petitions that, while still prescribed almost word-for-word, speak to contemporary needs.  

This contemporary element is obvious in the fill-in-the-blank pauses that several of the 

forms have; these moments in the text allow readers to adapt the prayers to answer 

specific concerns.  For example, Form V prays, “For all who live and work in this 

community [especially _________ ], we pray to you, O Lord” (390).  By providing a 

space for readers to add concerns specific to their own times and places, the text 

establishes itself as simultaneously timeless and particular to specific times and ascertains 

that the performed text will rarely, if ever, be the same twice over, and this flexibility 

adds yet another layer to the whole. 

 Next, a climactic point arrives: the Confession of Sin.  The leader calls out, “Let 

us confess our sins against God and our neighbor,” and then the text allows for a period 

of silence.  This silence is crucial—and too often neglected.  As Lionel Mitchell points 

out in his Praying Shapes Believing,  

Being still before the presence of God reminds us that we really do have 
nothing to say.  We need to listen to the voice of God, who will pray in us.  
Contemporary congregations are often afraid of silence and tend to fill it 
with organ music, but silence is an integral and necessary part of Christian 
worship.  (65) 
 

Mitchell’s observation, that silence reminds readers of their dependence on God for a 

voice, is critical, particularly in the context of the confession, when readers are preparing 
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to confess their sins.  The text is intriguing in that, while it calls for silence, it does not 

prescribe what that silence might be used for.  Readers might take those moments to 

confess specific, personal sins; they might, too, steel themselves to face the ugliness of 

sins from which they have been hiding; or they might, as Mitchell suggests, ask God to 

speak for them in all their inadequacy.   

The indeterminate silence here, mysterious and sacred, brings quiet depth to the 

liturgy, before it is broken by the corporate acknowledgment of sin: “Most merciful God, 

we confess that we have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed . . .” (360).  The 

corporate, audible nature of Rite II is especially potent in the Confession.  As will be 

explored further in Chapter Three, nearly all of Rite II is written in the plural.  Consider 

the opening Prayer for Purity: “Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts . . . that we may 

perfectly love you.”  Consider the call to prayer before the Collect: “Let us pray.”  

Consider the Creed: “We believe . . . .”  This corporate pattern is a powerful reminder, 

throughout the Rite, of the communal nature of the body of Christ, but the corporate 

element has special significance in the Confession, for here readers are joined by their 

failure and God’s mercy.  The text leads readers to humble themselves before each other 

and God, but it does not leave them stranded.  Following the communal act of penitence, 

the text calls for the priest to stand and bless the people: “Almighty God have mercy on 

you, forgive you all your sins through our Lord Jesus Christ, strengthen you in all 

goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit keep you in eternal life” (360).  The 

priest’s words offer the congregation reassurance of God’s sufficiency.  The whole of the 

Confession serves the critical purpose of moving the congregation from focusing on 

themselves to focusing on God, in preparation for the upcoming Communion. 
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The bridge between the Confession and the Communion is the Peace, another 

brief exchange between leader and congregation following the form of “The peace of the 

Lord be always with you.”  “And also with you.”  Then the people are instructed to turn 

to one another, passing the peace among the individual members of the congregations.  

These moments of open conversation act as a brief respite for the readers, who may have 

accumulated physical and mental tension during the intense concentration of the Rite.  

The Peace also offers an opportunity to pause and reflect on the elements of the Rite thus 

far. 

The previous pages have demonstrated that the rich language of the Book of 

Common Prayer operates on multiple levels simultaneously.  This complexity is a crucial 

element, because as Simone Weil notes, “The key to a Christian conception of studies is 

the realization that prayer consists of attention.  It is the orientation of all the attention of 

which the soul is capable toward God.  The quality of the attention counts for much in the 

quality of the prayer.  Warmth of heart cannot make up for it” (57).  Although Weil is 

referring to the way in which an academic discipline ought to prepare students for the 

mental attention required for prayer, her words hold true for all cognitive discipline: 

exercising oneself mentally primes the mind, so the discipline required by the Book of 

Common Prayer prepares readers for the concentrated attention needed for prayer.  By 

integrating the traditional materials of the biblical text and the ancient Christian creeds, 

with original, contemporary material, by mingling corporate, audible readings both with 

exchanges between one leading reader and the responding congregation and with 

structured pauses and silences, Rite II challenges its readers’ minds.  To keep up, readers 

must remain alert.  They must move among differing contexts and styles; among passive 
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listening, active (vocal) reading, and active participation, both in the invitations for 

individual prayers and in the silences.  Such a demanding exercise builds the readers’ 

capacity for concentration, and thus, for prayer.   

Mirroring the textual layering is the physical layering of sound and sense that 

takes place in the performance of the Rite.  More will be said about liturgy as 

performance in Chapter Three of this study, but for now, the key item to note is that the 

physical performance of the text is critical to its identity.  A prominent example of the 

power of the performed text resides in the movement of sound and sense through the 

sanctuary.  Between the various Celebrants who stand in front, either in or near the 

sanctuary, and the congregation sitting or standing in the nave, there is a constant 

exchange of speech.  As the Celebrants read the lessons and lead the congregation in 

prayer and the congregation responds, the effect is a volleying of sound, back and forth, 

across the lateral space of the worship area.  Adding to this lateral movement of sound, 

the text also calls for a great deal of physical movement on the part of the readers, mostly 

in the form of moving between the standing, sitting, and kneeling positions.  Because the 

text calls the readers to speak the text aloud as they move through these various positions, 

the effect is a vertical movement of sound through the lateral planes of the sanctuary.  

This vertical movement acts as the counterpart of the back-and-forth movement of sound.  

The two effects interweave; in their performance of the text, the readers fill the sanctuary 

with all the richness and texture of the written liturgical text.   

A concrete example lies in the opening moments of the service—the responsive 

proclamations and recitations (discussed primarily on pages 11-13 in this paper).  The 

relationship between sound and sense operates forcefully in these responsive moments.  
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The auditory effect of moving between a single voice and a congregational voice creates 

depth, and the overall movement from one voice to many serves to move the readers’ 

attention to the communal over the solitary.  The hymn (“Glory to God in the highest        

. . .”) deserves attention as an element of the performed liturgy, as well, for the fact that 

the hymn is usually sung5 adds auditory texture to the liturgy; the singing alters the 

cadence of the lived text—that is, the text in practice—placing emphasis on different 

words and syllables than a natural spoken reading would emphasize.  For example, a 

natural reading of the hymn’s last line would have eleven syllables: “in the glory of God 

the Father.  Amen.”  But at the Church of the Holy Spirit in Waco, TX, the weekly 

musical arrangement of this song called for sixteen syllables: “in the glo-or-y of Go-o-od 

the Father.  A-a-a-men.”  This distinction provides one small demonstration that the 

actual cadences of the hymn (and any other portion of the service put to music) depend 

upon the choice of musical arrangements, and the arrangement may change between 

congregations, seasons within the Church year, or even simply congregational taste; this 

variability adds another level of complexity to the performed text. 

 The intricacy of sound continues throughout the Rite—through the reading of the 

Lessons and the congregational response (“Thanks be to God. . . .  Glory to you, Lord 

Christ. . . .  Praise to you, Lord Christ”—357-8), the responsive Prayers of the People 

(383-95), the congregational confession of sin and the Officiant’s absolution, and the 

Peace.  The Peace, in fact, adds new movement to the liturgical sound, for at this point in 

the service, after the structured call and response (“The peace of the Lord be always with 

                                                 
5As indicated in the instructions: “When appointed, the following hymn or some other song of 

praise is sung or said, all standing.” Although the text does allow for recitation rather than song, the 
primary use of the words “hymn,” “song,” and “sung,” puts the emphasis on singing here, and indeed, this 
portion of the service is nearly always sung. 
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you.”  “And also with you.”—360), the text invites congregational expression that is free 

of form: “Then the Ministers and People may greet one another in the name of the Lord” 

(360).  In practice, at this point, the members of congregation turn to one another, 

shaking hands, many uttering, “Peace be with you” or simply, “Peace,” many taking the 

opportunity to ask friends and neighbors about their well-being or to share lighthearted 

quips.  Sound typically escalates; unstructured murmuring moves throughout the 

sanctuary, adding casual variety to the sound and sense that is tightly controlled 

throughout the majority of the service. 

With all its concurrent layers of meaning, the text’s definite forward movement is 

impressive.  For instance, early in the service, the text carries the readers from one 

section to the next by preparing the readers for prayer, as we see in the opening verses6 

and in the cleansing ritual of confession and absolution.  The text succeeds in maintaining 

such complexity of structure while establishing definite forward movement.   

The intricate arrangement of text requires readers to remain alert in order to 

follow all of the liturgical intricacies, to keep up with the correct pages, to know when to 

speak, when to sing, and when to remain silent, and to know what physical positions to 

take.  Many people find this complexity daunting or distracting, and it certainly can be.  

Individual congregations face this problem in different ways—some train their Celebrants 

to remind the congregation regularly of the appropriate page number (“And now, let us 

turn to the Prayers of the People, Form I, which can be found on page 383 of the Book of 

Common Prayer.”); others print the entire liturgy in a bulletin that churchgoers are 

                                                 
6Examples include Hab. 2:20—“The Lord is in his holy temple: let all the earth keep silence 

before him” (KJV)—and Psalm 122:1—“I was glad when they said unto me, We will go into the house of 
the Lord” (KJV). 
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handed as they enter the nave, so that each person can read straight through without 

interruption.  Reducing confusion is an ongoing goal for many congregations. 

But though the complexity of the Rite can be frustrating, it is also a gift: by 

challenging the readers’ minds, by operating on various levels at the same time, the Book 

of Common Prayer leads the reader into prayer and reflection.  And the text avoids the 

pitfall of restricting its readers’ minds in the process, for even though all the readers 

recite the same words together, week after week, the result is not to force each individual 

into the same place, spiritually or mentally.  On the contrary, individual members of the 

reading congregation may rest their minds in any of the many levels of the text’s 

language; some may even move beyond the written language in a state of intense 

attention, prayer, and mystery.  But even while the readers reach different places as 

individuals, they are always drawn together by the consistency of the communal reading 

of the Book of Common Prayer.  This intricacy of the text forces the readers to mentally 

engage a rigorous level of complexity, which both delights and demands particular 

concentration of the readers, and so draws the readers into a state of attention that invites 

them to pray as fully as possible.   

The intensity involved in this work of prayer prepares the readers for the most 

mysterious portion of the Rite: the Holy Communion.7  In the Communion, the readers 

join with the saints and with Christ, to celebrate the sacrament of the Eucharist.  By 

participating in the Eucharist—a term which, in its etymology, means “thanksgiving”—

                                                 
7Communion, or the Eucharist, is one of the seven sacraments offered by the Episcopal church. 

The Book of Common Prayer defines the sacraments as “outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual 
grace, given by Christ as sure and certain means by which we receive that grace” (857). The other six 
sacraments are holy baptism, confirmation, holy matrimony, reconciliation of a penitent, ministration to the 
sick, and ordination. Baptism and Communion are considered the two sacraments essential for every 
Christian, and since baptism typically takes place only once in a person’s lifetime, Communion takes on 
particular importance. 
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Episcopalians commemorate Christ’s Last Supper and the “memorial of [Christian] 

redemption” (363).  After the interlude of the Peace—which serves to build the sense of 

community within the congregation, preparing readers to enter into the height of 

Christian liturgical community in the Holy Communion—the Rite moves into the careful 

orchestration of liturgical formality with an exchange very similar to the Peace.  The 

Great Thanksgiving acts as a counterpart to the Peace by paralleling, then building on, the 

words in the Peace.  The Peace, as noted above, is comprised of the refrain, “The peace 

of the Lord be always with you.”  “And also with you.”  The Celebrant calls the 

congregation to order following the free exchange of greetings with a similar refrain: 

“The Lord be with you.”  And the congregation responds, “And also with you.”  The 

Great Thanksgiving then proceeds: 

  Celebrant: The Lord be with you. 
  People: And also with you. 
  Celebrant: Lift up your hearts. 
  People: We lift them up to the Lord. 
  Celebrant: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. 
  People: It is right to give him thanks and praise. 
 
The similarity in format between this exchange and the Peace brings continuity to the 

Rite, while still moving readers forward.  This combination of stability and steady 

movement again demonstrates the deft intricacy present throughout the whole of the Rite.  

After the responsive reading, the text calls the Celebrant to lead the congregation into one 

of the most striking moments of the service.  This paper has already born witness to the 

rich communal aspect of the text—how the plural personal pronouns draw the members 

of the congregation into a corporate reading, and how the inclusion of ancient literature 

blends the voices of present readers with the voices of saints past.  As one might expect 

from the title of this portion of the service—the Holy Communion—the corporate 
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element increases still more here, as the text leads the congregation to join their voices 

with the heavenly hosts.  The Celebrant declares, “Therefore we praise you, joining our 

voices with Angels and Archangels and with all the company of heaven, who for ever 

sing this hymn to proclaim the glory of your Name” (362), and then all the people join in 

singing:  

  Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might, 
  Heaven and earth are full of your glory. 
   Hosanna in the highest. 
  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
   Hosanna in the highest.  (362) 
 
The movement of this entire opening portion, from the responsive prayer to the hymn just 

quoted, parallels and builds on the movement from the singular voice of the Celebrant to 

the congregational voice of the responses, from the congregational voice to the rich voice 

of saints both past and present.  Here, the members of the congregation declare their own 

praise for God, then acknowledge the praise of the heavenly beings, so while the people 

read the text aloud, they are more than quoting the cherubim and seraphim, they are 

joining in the prayer—and building an even stronger communal voice than they have had 

previously. 

 After this grand culmination of sound and sense, the Rite quiets to a rare, 

sustained period of prayer led by a single voice, directing the Celebrant to pray: “Holy 

and gracious father . . .” (362).  The body of this prayer is primarily a recounting of the 

events of the Last Supper.  One might find it odd that the text acts here to tell God a story 

with which he ought to be quite familiar.  Why would the text call its readers, week after 

week, to tell God such a story?   
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The whole of the Book of Common Prayer is an exercise in repetition—the same 

prayers, over and over.  Still, what we have been observing throughout this chapter is the 

impressive flexibility and even changeability of Rite II.  With all of the changing forms 

for prayer and Scripture readings, along with the textual pauses for individual prayer, the 

Rite can look dramatically different between services.  But the portion of prayer in the 

Holy Communion is the longest segment of uninterrupted prayer, and here the text grants 

little room for innovation, which means that the practice of this prayer is bound to be 

nearly identical in any performance of Rite II.   

The Book of Common Prayer demonstrates that originality need not be the 

ultimate goal of literary art.  As already observed, the Book of Common Prayer draws 

heavily upon older texts—as previously noted, these are Scripture and traditional 

Christian creeds, such as the Nicene Creed—weaving these into its own body to create 

meaningful structure and movement.  Rite II does not presume to say anything fresh or 

inventive; it simply affirms the established beliefs and activities of Christian tradition.  

Artists today often seem bent on originality.  Certainly the goal of producing fresh work 

is worthwhile, but the intense drive to say something new taunts many artists, either 

paralyzing those who are afraid of repeating what has already been produced or inducing 

them to churn out work so narrow in scope that it is virtually meaningless.  The Book of 

Common Prayer reminds us that the goal is not always to create something brand new, 

but to create something worthwhile.   

By repeating the story and significance of the Lord’s Supper with each 

performance of the Holy Communion, the text invites the readers to immerse themselves 

in the central story of the Christian faith: Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.  Indeed, 
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the only time the congregation participates audibly in this prayer sequence is to affirm, 

along with the Celebrant, what the text calls “the mystery of faith”: “Christ has died.  / 

Christ is risen.  / Christ will come again.”  For the rest of the prayer, the other readers 

listen to the story of their salvation and pray silently, preparing to partake in sacramental 

elements of bread and wine.  After this intense period of listening, the members of 

congregation again join their voices, this time in the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer: 

  And now, as our Savior 
  Christ has taught us,  
  we are bold to say, 
  People and Celebrant 
  Our Father, who art in heaven . . . .  (363-4) 
 
The significance of the congregation’s joining again in the audible performance of the 

Rite at this point, with the initiation of the Lord’s Prayer, is two-fold.  First, the Lord’s 

Prayer is generally considered to be the paradigmatic Christian prayer: it is the prayer that 

Christ modeled for his disciples (Matt. 6:9-13), and so it has become the archetype for all 

prayer.  The Lord’s Prayer also offers an articulate voice to all Christians, so it is most 

appropriate for the whole of the congregation to join in at this point of the service.  

Second, since this is Christ’s prayer, which he gave to his followers, this is the moment at 

which the readers move to joining their voices with that of Christ.  The gravity of 

speaking with Christ imbues this familiar prayer with potency.  The joining of the 

congregation with Christ will become increasingly visceral, of course, as the members 

partake in the bread and wine, so the communal reading of the Lord’s Prayer serves as an 

effective transition to the physical consumption of the communion meal. 

 Visually, the text devoted to the meal itself—merely a page in length—seems 

minimal.  The text instructs the Celebrant to break the bread and to keep a period of 



 34

silence before proclaiming, “Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us.”  The people 

respond, “Therefore let us keep the feast,” and the Celebrant proceeds with the invitation: 

“The Gifts of God for the People of God.”  He may also add, “Take them in 

remembrance that Christ died for you, and feed on him in your hearts by faith, with 

thanksgiving” (364-5).  This exchange continues the pattern of layering we have already 

considered at length, with the volleying of sound across the sanctuary, and the simplicity 

of the following instructions belies the dimension they add to the Rite: 

  The Bread and the Cup are given to the communicants with these words 
The Body (Blood) of our Lord Jesus Christ keep you in everlasting life.  
[Amen.] 

  or with these words 
  The Body of Christ, the bread of heaven.  [Amen.] 
  The Blood of Christ, the cup of salvation.  [Amen.] (365) 
 
Though the words are only printed on the page once, the instructions urge the minister to 

repeat the phrases for each individual who takes part in the ritual.  In practice, then, the 

words become an insistent refrain, traveling through the nave.  The performance of the 

Communion ritual stands as an important shift in the Rite’s performance.  Prior to this 

moment, sound has moved back and forth between the minister and the congregation, but 

in the Communion, the text calls for the primary sound in the sanctuary to move from the 

minister outward; the rest of the congregation remains silent, contemplative.  The only 

exception to this congregational silence is the individual responses of Amen when each 

person receives the Communion elements, and this response is murmured at the 

Communion rail; the sound does not travel from the nave to the sanctuary the way it does 

during the rest of the Rite.  This shift in action adds to the complexity of the Rite: the 

sound here moves only laterally, and predominantly in one direction, washing over the 
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congregation members.  The repetition of the words causes the nave to remain filled with 

sound, but the steady, powerful rhythm is calming, reassuring, and meditative.8  

 Having moved the readers through this ritual of life, death, and resurrection, the 

text concludes the Holy Communion by inviting the whole of the congregation back into 

audible prayer.  The text provides two alternate forms for this closing prayer, but both 

follow the same form: they express thanksgiving, plead for grace, and recognize God’s 

glory.  The opening thanksgiving— 

  Almighty and everliving God, 
  we thank you for feeding us with the spiritual food  
  of the most precious Body and Blood  

of your Son our Savior Jesus Christ; 
  and for assuring us in these holy mysteries 
  that we are living members of the Body of your Son, 
  and heirs of your eternal kingdom.  (366) 
 
—serves a critical purpose, for it reviews the events of the preceding Communion ritual 

and brings the members of the congregation back from individual reflection into a unified 

sense of purpose.  The prayer reminds all present of the act they have just completed and 

the rich meaning of that act.  Then, after looking back, the text turns the readers’ attention 

to the immediate future: 

  And now, Father, send us out 
  to do the work you have given us to do, 
  to love and serve you 
  as faithful witnesses of Christ our Lord.  (366) 
 
This moment is distinct in Rite II; by directing its readers to look forward, the text breaks 

with the rest of the Rite, which is focused on either commemorating the past or living 
                                                 

8The aesthetic experience of the Communion may be affected by the way in which a congregation 
uses music during this time. Many congregations have organs or choirs that perform during Communion; 
many others invite congregational singing during this time. The music may be meditative, celebratory, or 
something else altogether. The use of music, and the type of music used, obviously alters the movement of 
sound throughout the worship space, but since the experience varies among liturgical performances, this 
paper will confine itself to an analysis of the written Rite. The spoken words act in the way described here, 
and so they serve as a steady refrain, whether music is present or not. 
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fully in the present.  The work of prayer throughout the Rite requires enormous 

concentration from the congregation; this closing prayer is the transition between the 

intensity of the Rite and the departure of the congregation from the service.  Before the 

final dismissal, however, the text offers glory to God, to whom the entirety of the service 

is devoted: “To him [Christ], to you [the Father], and to the Holy Spirit, / be honor and 

glory, now and for ever.  Amen” (366).  God remains the focal point of the text and its 

readers, as the Rite ends with the people offering up honor and glory to each member of 

the Holy Trinity.   

 Immediately following this final prayer, the Celebrant dismisses the people with a 

final call and response.  The text offers the Celebrant four options for his farewell call; 

three of the four concern going out into the world, as the closing prayer anticipated: 

  Let us go forth in the name of Christ.   
  or this 
  Go in peace to love and serve the Lord. 
  or this 
  Let us go forth into the world,  
  rejoicing in the power of the Spirit. 
 
The fourth option is a simple, “Let us bless the Lord.”  Each of these offers a different 

closing tone for the service (the triumphant communal cry of the first; the quiet charge of 

the second; the joyful appeal of the third; the reminder to hold God above all else in the 

fourth), and this mutable quality again demonstrates the flexibility of the Book of 

Common Prayer as a text.  But continuity is found in the people’s response: for each of 

the calls, the people answer, “Thanks be to God,” ending the service by recognizing and 

thanking the God they have all come together to worship.   

 The complex interweaving of content and form in Rite II testifies to its viability as 

a challenging work of art.  The text captures its readers’ attentions and invites them to 



 37

participate fully in the Rite, to move through its meticulous structure into the wonder and 

mystery of prayer.  This chapter has born witness to the vivacity of Rite II as a lived text.  

The Book of Common Prayer is not an inanimate composition, waiting as a static object 

to be scrutinized; it is dynamic and vigorous, inviting readers into its sacred work of 

prayer.  Appropriately, then, Chapter Three of this study will observe the active work of 

Rite II, the collaborative effort of the text and its readers. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Text and Readers: Collaborative Action in Rite II 

 

In her Stalking the Divine, Kristin Ohlson relates a conversation with Sister 

Thomas, a nun in the Poor Clares community of Cleveland, Ohio.  When Ohlson 

confessed that she didn’t understand prayer, Sister Thomas answered quickly, “Well, who 

does?  . .. Prayer is a mystery” (105).  The Book of Common Prayer is intriguing in part 

because it documents the mystery that is prayer, displaying the words of prayer on its 

pages for readers to invoke or analyze; the Book of Common Prayer allows its readers to 

linger for a while in the mystery.  This chapter considers the relationship between the text 

of Rite II and its readers, and so for a few pages, we will linger here, in the prayers of the 

Rite, with its readers. 

In Chapter Two, I discussed the elegance and complexity of Rite II, considering 

the text as a work of art.  In Chapter Three, I wish to build on that concept and discuss 

Rite II as art that works.  Rite II is a prime example of the art that Wolterstorff describes, 

that art which must be understood only within the context of its action, for liturgy is, after 

all, the “work of the people.”  Liturgy was developed for the purpose of action; outside 

the context of action, Rite II, as with all liturgy, loses its identity.  Furthermore, the key to 

the action of Rite II lies in the collaboration between the text and its readers, for the two 

parties come together to perform work beyond themselves: they join in prayer to bring 

themselves and the world into communion with God.1

                                                 
1Later in this chapter, I will expand upon three primary forms (adoration, intercession, and 

personal transformation) that the prayers of Rite II take. 
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The collaborative action of Rite II may be understood in light of reader-response 

theory, which considers the balance of power between readers and text in literature as a 

whole.  After all, if readers and text are working together, who is in control of the overall 

performance?  These are questions that reader-response scholars have been discussing, 

with varied responses.  In his Image, Music, Text, Roland Barthes clearly states that the 

text is the controlling element:  

The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing 
are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies . . . in its 
destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader 
is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who 
holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is 
constituted.  (148) 

 
In Barthes’ view, the personality of the reader is irrelevant to discovering the meaning of 

a text; the reader is solely a tool that the text uses to fulfill itself.  David Bleich presents a 

starkly contrasting position to Barthes, arguing that textual interpretation relies wholly on 

individuals’ perceptions: a text’s meaning “is a direct outgrowth of the reader’s emotional 

grasp [of the text]” (746).  Since Bleich’s position holds that the readers give meaning to 

the text, it is the “personalities involved in the literary transaction” which are “of primary 

importance; the properties of the work of art, while necessary, are insufficient and of 

secondary importance” (754).  Barthes and Bleich represent opposite poles in the field of 

reader-response, but there is a moderate position. 

Louise Rosenblatt stands in the middle of these opposing views.  In her article, 

“The Poem as Event,” she discusses the roles of reader and text in creating a poem.  

Rosenblatt writes that while “the reader is active . . . actively involved in building up a 

poem for himself out of the lines” (125), the text is also an active entity, leading the 

reader to create a poem of value out of its lines.  The reader may even “learn that what he 
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brought to the text—either in knowledge of language and literature, or in experience of 

life—was inadequate, that the text demanded more of him than he possessed” (126).  

Rosenblatt ascribes powerful cooperation to the reader-text relationship, with the two 

challenging each other in order to create meaning in a work of art.   

Rosenblatt’s perspective is helpful in considering the readers-and-text relationship 

in Rite II, for the Rite shows advanced cooperation between readers and text, both parties 

working together in much the way that Rosenblatt describes.  The idea of literature as an 

event is particularly applicable to this discussion.  Since individual readers will influence 

the text in different ways at different times, the text becomes something new with each 

individual reading: each performance of Rite II is a unique artistic event.  This concept of 

Rite II as an event reinforces Wolterstorff’s charge, that art must be appreciated in the 

context of its action, because to observe Rite II as a static text is to miss the significance 

of the Rite.   

Still, while Rosenblatt’s cooperative view of the reader-text relationship is 

exceedingly valuable, a full embrace of her theory would lead to an essential 

misunderstanding of Rite II.  As we move forward in our analysis of Rite II, a key 

distinction arises between Rosenblatt’s theory of poetry as an event and the action of Rite 

II, and that difference lies in the kind of work being accomplished.  Rosenblatt describes 

readers and texts working together to create an art form (a poem), but Rite II shows 

readers and text moving beyond themselves as they work together in the joint action of 

prayer.2  A reader-text relationship that views the creation of literature as its own end, 

such as Rosenblatt suggests, reveals a meditative approach to the art of literature.  This 

                                                 
2As discussed earlier, for working purposes, this paper defines prayer as “man’s reaching out for 

communion with God,” whether that communion is verbal or non-verbal, and whether it takes the form of 
praise, supplication, intercession, or listening. 
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chapter, however, considers the performative nature of Rite II, in order to observe this 

work of art in action, and the performance of the Rite depends both on the text and its 

readers.  Therefore, in the following pages, I will modify Rosenblatt’s theory and argue 

that in at least some cases, readers and text collaborate to create meaning beyond the 

text.3   

The collaborative reader-response theory is particularly significant as an approach 

to Rite II because recognition of reader-text collaboration returns this discussion to 

Wolterstorff’s view of art in action.  Unlike Rosenblatt’s theory, in which readers and 

text cooperate to make the text mean, a collaborative theory approach to Rite II allows for 

reading the action of the liturgy as more than an exercise in creating art for art’s sake.  I 

am not arguing that approaching art as its own reward is always negative; certainly there 

is value in simply listening to an arrangement of music, or in studying the composition of 

a painting.  To approach the work of readers and text in Rite II as an end in itself, 

however, would shift the object of Christian liturgy from the worship of God to the 

exaltation of either art (in the creation of textual meaning) or self (in the focus on 

contemplation that Wolterstorff decries), and to allow such a shift would be 

fundamentally to misunderstand the Rite.  In contrast, a collaborative approach to the 

reader-text relationship of Rite II offers the opportunity to study the strengths that each 

party brings to the liturgical performance, and then to consider the work that the actors 

perform together—work that surpasses the self-contained objects of contemplation and 

creating meaning in a limited text.  The final pages of this chapter will return to the 

                                                 
3For simplicity’s sake, I will hereafter use the term “collaboration,” and variants thereof, to refer to 

the joint reader-text effort to create meaning beyond the text. 
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question of what readers and text collaborate to do, but first, let us consider the actors and 

what each brings to the performance of Rite II. 

Each party in the Rite has a certain level of control over the other.  As noted in 

Chapter Two, the text is highly prescribed, even to the point of dictating the physical 

positions readers are to take as they read.  This highly demanding structure indicates the 

significant level of control that the text holds over its readers.  The text’s control benefits 

its readers: By providing careful form and rich content, the text leads its readers to voice 

their common thanksgivings, concerns, and petitions.  As a critical demonstration of this 

leading, the Rite grants pauses in the text that invite the readers to add more personal 

prayers, giving them the opportunity, after having been led into a prayerful state, to 

articulate their prayers in their own words.  The clearest examples of these pauses occur 

in the Prayers of the People; one instance appears in Form II (385-7), where, before 

beginning the prayer, the text notes, “In the course of the silence after each bidding, the 

People offer their own prayers, either silently or aloud.”  The body of the prayer 

proceeds with one-sentence petitions, then pauses for spontaneous prayer: 

 I ask your prayers for God’s people throughout the world. . . .  
 Silence 

I ask your prayers for peace; for goodwill among nations; and for the well-
being of all people. 

 Pray for justice and peace. 
 Silence . . .  
 

Form VI provides another excellent example of the pauses, beginning with a responsive 

prayer, volleyed between the Leader and the People, then moving into prayer for “the 

special needs and concerns of this congregation,” with a time of silence wherein “The 

People may add their own petitions” (392).  By directly inviting its readers to add their 
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words to its own, Rite II reveals itself as limited and incomplete, needing its readers to 

participate in the work of prayer.   

Rite II demonstrates humility in the pauses, exposing its fragmentary condition 

and limited scope, its identity as a small, broken shard of George Herbert’s “brittle crazy 

glass,” that, through God’s grace, hangs in a stained glass window through which God’s 

light may shine (30).  As such, the text serves to teach its readers to be aware of their own 

fragmented status and to live as “brittle crazy glass” themselves, in community with the 

other shards that help them make up the window.  And by recognizing its limitations and 

need for community, the text also allows its readers to bring their own strengths to the 

performance, thereby increasing the potency of the Rite.  As Iris Murdoch observes, 

“there is a kind of self-expression which remains in literature, together with all the 

playfulness and mystification of art.  The literary writer deliberately leaves a space for his 

reader to play in” (5).  The pauses that Rite II provides for its readers to “play in” invites 

the self-expression to which Murdoch refers.  Instances like the pauses demonstrate the 

way in which Rite II leads its readers in prayer by first giving them words and then 

giving them pause to express their prayers in their own words.  As a result, the 

performance of the liturgy becomes unique to each group of readers, each time they come 

together.  The text and readers contribute their particular strengths to the work they are 

carrying out, making Rite II a particularly potent composition of art in action. 

So the careful structure of Rite II’s text is not wholly constrictive; the ordered 

form and meticulously placed pauses lead the readers into freedom of expression.  Still, 

the text does not hold all the power in the relationship: the readers can choose which 

portions to read on which occasions (for example, the minister selects from a number of 
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collects, the short prayers discussed in Chapter Two; see also the Book of Common 

Prayer 157-261); he or she also chooses one of several forms to use for the Prayers of the 

People (383-393).  As noted above, each reader can choose to use the pauses according to 

his or her discretion.  And then, readers may choose to revise the text for a new edition, 

and they always have the option of not using the Book of Common Prayer for their 

prayers at all.  These examples show that, while the text of Rite II certainly influences its 

readers, the readers hold a great deal of power, as well. 

As noted earlier, Rite II is usually read out loud, in a corporate environment.  This 

characteristic stands in stark contrast to the vast majority of contemporary literature, 

which is primarily a conversation carried out between an individual reader and a text, in 

solitude and in silence.  Rite II, however, is written specifically to be read by a group, in 

unison, aloud, and this group performance establishes a reciprocally enriching 

relationship between the text and its readers, who are bound together through sacred 

collaboration.  The corporate element also brings special potency to the performance of 

Rite II, for both text and readers bring their own strengths to the reading.   

 To simplify a bit, the following pages will consider text and readers distinctly 

from each other, beginning by looking at the prayers of Rite II as a text.  Not all prayers 

are written as prescriptively as those in the Book of Common Prayer.  For the hundreds of 

thousands of people reared in the Evangelical tradition, the concept of writing prayers out 

for public performance might be foreign; some might even find it offensive, since many 

Christians embrace the idea that prayer should be a natural, spontaneous outpouring, like 

conversation with a close friend.  One of the most frequent slights cast against the 

Episcopal church—or any liturgical tradition—is that the written form of the prayers 
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leads to rote and empty practice, words repeated without fervor or even real 

consciousness.   

While there could be many rebuttals to this position, Walter J. Ong’s work in 

orality and literacy, especially his findings regarding the connection between thought 

development and literacy, provides a cogent argument for prepared prayer.  Ong is well 

known for his influential work in the study of oral culture, by which he means those now-

rare communities still completely untouched by literacy.  Several of his observations 

regarding the psychological effects of an oral culture versus a literate culture are helpful 

in understanding Rite II.   

In his Orality and Literacy, Ong points out that many cultures have held writing 

to hold special potency, even magical force.  Ancient peoples have thought that writing 

holds special intensity because it contains messages static within itself, imbuing the 

surface on which it is written with the power of its words.  A prime example can be found 

in Robert B. Ekvall’s Religious Observances in Tibet, in which he relates many ways that 

the Tibetan people demonstrate their reverence for the written word.  For example, 

monks “sit along the rivers and streams all over Tibet printing pages of charms and 

formulas on the surface of the water” using woodcut blocks (114).  Individuals carry 

prayer wheels, hollow cylinders containing scrolls of written prayers; anyone holding the 

prayer wheel can turn a crank to “set the wheel spinning and [activate] all the prayers 

written on the rolled paper” (123).  Ekvall also observes that illiterate people in Tibet use 

Buddhist prayer books by raising the books to their foreheads to “rub off blessing” (125).   

While contemporary Western culture largely dismisses the magical properties of 

written discourse, the emphasis contemporary society places on literacy bears witness to 
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the enormous faith that people invest in writing.  Ong’s work reveals another 

characteristic of literacy that leads to the passionate commitment people have for writing: 

the development that writing allows in thought. 

Writing records ideas, locking them down into a place where the thinker can step 

outside of them and consider their value.  He can agree or disagree with himself; he can 

build on his ideas with new ones, creating theories and systems of belief; he can craft and 

hone his thinking; he can add to and shape his ideas until he has a tightly knit, highly 

developed literary masterpiece.  Writing clarifies ideas.  Without literacy, Ong explains, 

such advanced thinking is impossible, for without writing to give ideas a fixed form, 

thought is ephemeral.  Most people have experienced the need to write thoughts down in 

order to remember them; people race to write the ideas out so that they can return to the 

thoughts later.  And in the event that they cannot find a pen or scrap of paper, they are 

left to recite key concepts—the digits of a phone number, perhaps, or a phrase that 

perfectly captures the moment—over and over to themselves until they can write it down.   

The simple repetition that people use to retain information in the absence of 

writing parallels the practice of repetition in an oral culture, in which “knowledge, once 

acquired [has] to be constantly repeated or it [will] be lost” (Ong 23).  Thus, members of 

oral societies, like the epic poet Homer, relied heavily on standardized formulas, even 

“clichés,” to anchor a narrative and help build the story (22-3).  Yet even then, the 

development of ideas is limited by the fleeting nature of orality.  Scholars have elsewhere 

noted that the formulary practices of an oral culture in remembering key ideas played a 

critical role in the development of early Christian creeds, which are themselves simple 

formulas that record the core tenets of Christian faith (Farrell, especially 133). 
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When writing appeared, literacy allowed for advanced logic and rhetoric, for 

Plato’s intricate philosophical dialogues, for complex narratives, for detailed biographies 

from which we can learn for our own lives.  Writing also allows for prayer that goes 

beyond simple formula, that moves seamlessly from adoration to memorializing to 

confession to blessing and back again, that deliberately moves its readers from distraction 

and self-absorption to being the ongoing body of Christ.  The spontaneous outpouring of 

prayer, while valuable in its own way, cannot produce the same elegance or mental 

complexity as Rite II does, which is the result of centuries of study and honing by 

Anglican and Episcopalian.  The Book of Common Prayer builds on earlier editions, 

taking advantage of the craft of literacy to develop further the thoughts within the early 

Christian creeds, while remaining firmly anchored in the foundations laid by early oral 

Christians.  One of the beauties of the written prayer of Rite II is that it can be deliberated 

over, carefully crafted to serve its readers, and revised over time as sundry authors work 

to enrich the text with glory and grace.   

A second critical quality of Rite II as written prayer is that, by spelling out the 

foundational aspects of prayer, the text allows readers to pray more intensely than if they 

had to spend a significant portion of their concentration pulling up and reminding 

themselves of elementary details such as what to do next.  Rather than frantically trying 

to recall things like whether to sit, stand, or kneel, whether to speak or remain silent, or 

exactly how a certain line in the Nicene Creed is written, readers can refer to the text for 

these instructions, thus freeing their minds to move beyond the written words.  Ong 

writes, 

Since in a primary oral culture conceptualized knowledge that is not 
repeated aloud soon vanishes, oral societies must invest great energy in 
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saying over and over again what has been learned arduously over the ages.  
This need establishes a highly traditionalist or conservative set of mind 
that with good reason inhibits intellectual experimentation. . . .  But by 
taking conservative functions on itself, the text frees the mind of 
conservative tasks, that is, of its memory work, and thus enables the mind 
to turn itself to new speculation.4  (41) 
 

“Memory work” is quite valuable, of course, for it keeps the mind limber, provides a way 

to carry ideas outside of written works, and generally makes day-to-day tasks easier.  

Most regular readers of the Book of Common Prayer will eventually interiorize the text as 

a natural result of consistent repetition.  But by holding the words constant as a reference 

point, texts such as Rite II allow readers to memorize at an almost unconscious pace 

while spending the bulk of their conscious attention on prayer.  Richard McCall, a 

prominent liturgics scholar, offers this perspective: 

Perhaps our worship is a constant process of simultaneously holding on 
and letting go.  That is why we have so much difficulty with it.  We know 
that we must hold onto the tradition, to the memory, in order to know 
what is real. . . .  Memory is not just the ‘recollection in tranquility’ of 
old things from old times.  Rather it is how we come to appropriate and 
enter into the dance.  We remember the steps so that when the music 
begins we begin to move with the music.  (20) 
 

The text of Rite II records the memories of the past that readers need in order to join in 

the tradition of Episcopal liturgical prayer, begun centuries upon centuries ago, and to 

carry the tradition forward.  The work is dynamic and ongoing, but readers must have this 

reminder of the steps that they can join the dance. 

Writing also serves to remind readers of where they have been and where they are 

going within each service.  Without writing, readers can easily lose sight of their place 

and direction.  A recent service at St. Augustine’s Episcopal Chapel at Vanderbilt 

University provides a clear example of this loss.  Allegedly, the chapel services combine 
                                                 

4Ong credits Eric A. Havelock’s 1963 Preface to Plato (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press) with having worked out this idea.  
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Episcopal and Methodist practices but are still centered on the Book of Common Prayer.  

During a service performed in the summer of 2005, the congregation loosely followed 

Rite II in format, but neither the prayer book nor another written form of the Rite was 

present.  The sermon was unorthodox for any Christian group: The minister discussed the 

positive role that Buddhism had played in his life and concluded by stating that he could 

accept Jesus as a “good teacher,” but that Buddhism has made the bigger impact on him.  

The message was obviously not in keeping with Christian doctrine, leading to questions 

of how the service had become so disconnected from its Christian foundation.   

Immediately after the sermon, the service moved into the passing of the Peace—

skipping both the Nicene Creed and the Confession, two of the most definitive elements 

of Rite II.  It was as if, without the Creed and the Confession to remind the congregation 

of their identity as a Christian group, they found it easier to dismiss the central person of 

their religious faith.  This description is obviously subjective, but the experience 

demonstrates the importance of a written record, for by maintaining critical elements of 

the service in written form, Rite II ensures that readers are reminded of the foundational 

tenets of their belief system. 

 By allowing for advanced thought development, increased complexity, intense 

concentration, and firm orientation, the written nature of the prayers in Rite II—that is, 

the text of Rite II—makes possible richer overall development than do purely oral 

prayers.  The written nature of the prayers allows readers to move beyond elementary 

prayer forms into prayers of increasing spiritual depth.  This development is the work of 

Rite II as a text, but the oral nature of the Book of Common Prayer brings readers into a 
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uniquely participatory relationship with the written form, so the following pages will 

consider the potency that readers bring to the Rite.   

During the reading, the primary contribution of the readers is performative—by 

reading the text aloud, they make the words live.  Just as many have ascribed particular 

strength to written words, others have assigned supernatural power to orality: 

There is no way to stop sound and have sound. . . .  For anyone who has a 
sense of what words are in a primary oral culture . . . it is not surprising 
that the Hebrew term dabar means ‘word’ and ‘event’. . . .  Neither is it 
surprising that oral peoples commonly, and probably universally, consider 
words to have great power.  Sound cannot be sounding without the use of 
power. . . .  [All sound] is ‘dynamic.’  The fact that oral peoples 
commonly and in all likelihood universally consider words to have 
magical potency is clearly tied in, at least unconsciously, with the sense of 
the word as necessarily spoken, sounded, and hence power-driven.  (Ong 
32) 
 

Ong’s observations reveal an intriguing parallel to beliefs about the potential magical 

influence of writing, for oral language is considered to have extraordinary power, as well.  

And according to Ong, there is a certain instinctive logic in seeing oral language as 

forceful.  This instinct arises partly from the fact that, in order to generate oral sound, one 

must exert physical force.  In spoken language, too, the word is an event.  Unlike written 

words, which can be held static, the spoken word takes place in time and is dynamic.  By 

speaking Rite II, the readers bring the vitality of sound to an otherwise static text; they 

make the words into a forceful event. 

Applying this concept of orality—viewing orality as a force—to Rite II brings up 

the interesting question of what the text and readers of Rite II are doing by performing 

the words orally.  The word “perform” is crucial here, for it evokes the linguistic idea of 

speech-act theory, a concept that is closely tied to the action of Rite II.  The basic premise 

of speech-act theory lies in the recognition that, in articulating words, a speaker not only 
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says something, but also performs some kind of action.  When someone says, “I’m 

sorry,” he or she is performing the act of apology; if someone were to say, “It’s raining 

outside,” he or she would be carrying out the action of reporting.  Adding complexity to 

the theory, any one speech does not necessarily have only one corresponding act.  “I’m 

sorry” could be an act of apology and consolation; “It’s raining outside” could 

simultaneously be a report and a complaint.  Any given speech has the potential of 

performing multiple acts.  (Austin)  

Seen in the context of Rite II, this theory becomes increasingly significant.  Each 

of the various portions of the Rite performs different acts.  For example, the opening 

acclamation operates on several levels concurrently: 

The Celebrant says 
       Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

People      And blessed be his kingdom, now and for ever. 
       Amen.  (355) 

 
This speech performs the action of calling all the readers together and initiating the 

service; it also acts to bless [to hold or call holy . . .; to praise or extol with grateful heart  

. . .; to confer well-being upon” (Oxford English Dictionary)] God and his kingdom.  This 

blessing, as with every element in Rite II, is also a form of prayer, for in the blessing, the 

text and its readers fix their attention on the divine in pursuit of communion with God.   

 Immediately after this acclamation comes a direct address to God: 

The Celebrant may say 
Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and 
from you no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by 
the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, 
and worthily magnify your holy Name; through Christ our Lord.  
Amen.  (355) 

 



 52

This speech, too, is acting in multiple ways at the same time.  With these words, the 

Celebrant is proclaiming the vulnerable state of all those present while also submitting 

the congregation to God’s cleansing power.  And again, this speech is a prayer, entreating 

God to make worthwhile worship possible for the readers.  Later in this chapter, I will 

consider specific speeches and their connection to the three major actions that Rite II 

performs (adoration, intercession, and personal transformation); for now, I will return to 

the power of speech.   

In a 2001 article in the Anglican Theological Review, Douglas Burton-Christie 

writes that a group of early desert monks recognized the power behind spoken language 

and treated oral discourse accordingly.  Words could be a source of destruction, and to 

prevent themselves from speaking ill, the men sent themselves into isolation and enforced 

strict discipline upon themselves (208-9).  Yet the monks also believed that words could 

“be a force for healing, comfort and protection” (209), and as a result of this conviction, 

they recited Scripture out loud, over and over, in order to make the sacred words a part of 

themselves.  Burton-Christie concludes that the “oral character of such words—the fact 

that they were spoken and experienced as ‘sounded’—contributed much to the monks’ 

sense of their transformative power” (210).  The monks’ repetitive recitation of Scripture 

parallels the repetitive recitation of the prayers in Rite II, setting a precedent within 

Christian tradition for the belief that this recitation is in part a conviction that oral 

expression of the prayers is innately transformative. 
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The belief in language as a creative power is inherent in Christianity.  The 

Scriptures begin with God creating the world by speaking it into existence5; Adam gains 

dominion over the animals by naming them6; and perhaps most compellingly, Christ is 

declared to be the Word.7  Lest we run headlong into unbounded reverence for words, 

though, Dr. David Lyle Jeffrey warns about the dangers of misplaced faith in language, 

particularly for the Christian, saying, “Idolatry for the Augustinian Christian is to become 

fixated on the word or sign” (xvi).  Jeffrey goes on to explain, 

Confusion of sign and thing of any kind is taken by Augustine (and most 
later Christian theorists) to be a species of idolatry; since meaning resides 
not in the word abstracted, but in those entities and actions which words 
can serve . . . .  God’s Word and the words of men and women are 
certainly not identical: whereas we speak with words, God speaks with 
things, persons, and events, preeminently so in the event of the 
Incarnation.  For the Christian theorist at least, this primal Word-event 
may charge our words with extra and even transformational meaning, but 
it does not make of our language acts, even in poetry, events (or 
significations) of the same stature.  (6-7) 
 

                                                 
5Genesis, chapter one, tells the story of God speaking into a void and creating the world. “And 

God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). This verse, along with the rest of the Gen. 1 
passage, demonstrates a key element of Christian beliefs about language as a creative force. 

 
6“Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of 

the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move 
along the ground.” . . . So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of 
the field” (Gen. 1:26, 2:20). This account of Adam (the first man, according Christian tradition) naming the 
animals is not the only indication of ancient people’s beliefs in the power of names; Walter Ong testifies 
that oral cultures “commonly think of names . . . as conveying power over things.” The power of naming 
influences contemporary thought as well. Madeleine L’Engle plays with the concept of naming throughout 
both her fiction and nonfiction; she concludes that to name a person is to contribute that person’s 
wholeness, to help people become whomever they are supposed to be (see for example Walking on Water, 
especially 46 and 114, or A Wind in the Door, especially 78). 

 
7The Gospel of John begins, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 

Word was God. He was with God in the beginning” (1:1). Many theologians have considered the origins 
and implications of describing Christ as a word. David J. MacLeod, in his “The Eternality and Deity of the 
Word” offers a helpful overview of the discussion, pointing out the in the ancient translations of John’s 
Gospel, the term now interpreted as “word” could mean a number of things, but two of the most 
meaningful translations were “the spoken word” or “word in action” (54). Keeping these translations in 
mind during a reading of Gen. 1 reveals Christ as the spoken word of God, which was the force that created 
the world. Altogether, these passages demonstrate speech as a living, vibrant, even holy entity. 
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Certainly orthodox Christians would consider it idolatry to mistake the power of spoken 

words as the central focus of Rite II, for according to Christian tradition, both text and 

orality are merely the means to focus on the true glory of the service: God.  In 

remembering that God is the focal point, readers of Rite II must keep in mind that any 

power they have is entrusted to them by the God they worship, and they must answer to 

him for their right use of that power.   

 The gift of memory again arises as a crucial element in the liturgy, here as a 

preventative measure against this idolatry of words and human power.  McCall testifies to 

the force of that memory: 

Those who forget run the risk of using their imaginations to create not 
out of what they have experienced of reality, but rather out of 
individual desire.  Desire is good—certainly God creates out of a deep 
and loving desire—but God does not absent Godself from God’s 
memory.  When we cut ourselves off from our memories and begin to 
create only from our desire we end up with the present utterly self-
centered individualism of American culture—the imaginative creation 
of a world with no common memory.  The Church, however, has a 
memory, sometimes a painful one, which is manifested in the acts of 
the Paschal mystery.  (24) 
 

In other words, if readers fail to remember that God is the source of all power, they 

become open themselves to using their creative power as a means of gratifying their 

selfish inclinations.  It is the memory that the Rite reiterates so insistently—through the 

recitation of the creeds, the Sanctus, the Lord’s Prayer, the entirety of the Holy 

Communion—that stands stubbornly against these distortions.   

 Still, while the power of speech must not be perverted, its presence seems 

blatantly evident in the performance of Rite II.  Chapter Two discussed the artistic effect 

of the spoken Rite; here one must recognize the work that the readers are performing by 

giving sound to the text.  Whether or not the oral cultures that ascribed magic to speech 
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were accurate, there is great power in speaking the words of prayer aloud.  One of the 

most obvious exhibitions of this power is the effect that speaking the words of the Book 

of Common Prayer has on the readers.   

By enacting the words of Rite II and by submitting to the truths inherent within 

them, the readers enflesh the words in speech and give the words form.  In his For Self-

Examination, Soren Kierkegaard challenges his reader to consider the question, “What is 

the difference between criticism of a text and radical accountability to it?”8  This 

question goes back to the distinction between, on the one hand, using art as an object for 

contemplation and, on the other, appreciating art within the context of action—in this 

case, the reader’s active response to a work of literature in his or her everyday life.  

Kierkegaard’s is a particularly searing question when we ask it of Rite II, for although the 

Rite is rich enough as a literary text to invite a purely aesthetic critique, it requires more 

of its readers than mere appreciation of its beauty or complexity: it demands that radical 

accountability for which Kierkegaard argues.  Therefore, by participating as actively as 

they do in the text, and by practicing the liturgy with continual repetition, the readers 

make the words of Rite II a part of their minds and lives.   

As a result, those who participate in the Rite enflesh the written word, both in 

speech and in their physical lives, for after repeating the liturgical refrains often enough, 

the readers absorb the words so fully that the words and ideas contained therein become a 

natural part of the their minds.  In her memoir, Girl Meets God, Lauren Winner describes 

one example of Rite II’s words having become ingrained within her, a practicing 

Episcopalian: 

                                                 
8This question comes from David Lyle Jeffrey’s People of the Book (13). 
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One day, when I was full in the flush of agony about what I should do 
with my life, . . . I heard, reverberating around my brain, “Go out to do the 
work I have given you to do.”  The work I have given you to do.  The work 
I have given you to do.   

What an ingenious sentiment, I thought.  I can’t believe I dreamed 
that up. . . .  All day, all week I heard those words . . . and was deeply 
consoled by them. . . .  

Then I got to church on Sunday. . . .  And there, in the middle of 
[the final prayer of thanksgiving, were] the words God had given me all 
week: “And now, Father, send us out to do the work you have given us to 
do.”  It was the liturgy that had lodged in my brain, words of the liturgy I 
barely noticed Sunday to Sunday when we said them, but here I was, 
noticing them raptly, in the middle of a weekday afternoon, when I needed 
them most.  (142-3) 

 
Like Winner, those who practice Rite II ultimately make it a part of themselves, carrying 

it with them outside of the Rite. 

The opening prayer asks God to cleanse readers of those burdens and distractions 

they have in their hearts (“Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your 

Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy Name . . .”), 

while the closing prayer recalls what the readers have experienced through the service 

(“Eternal God, heavenly Father, you have graciously accepted us as living members of 

your Son our Savior Jesus Christ, and you have fed us with spiritual food in the 

Sacrament of his Body and Blood.”) before asking for strength to take along as they re-

enter the outside world (“Send us now into the world in peace, and grant us strength and 

courage to love and serve you with gladness and singleness of heart”).  This movement 

into the liturgy, along with the supplication to make the liturgy a lasting part of the 

readers’ daily lives, serves to instill the devotions of the liturgy within its readers.   

This element of personal transformation reveals one powerful effect of oral 

repetition, and transformation is a critical part of the work of Rite II.  So while the past 

several pages have concentrated on the strengths that the text and readers bring to their 
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joint performance of Rite II—the unique strengths of literacy and orality—this discussion 

has returned to the question of what the actual work of the Rite is.  I have stated earlier 

that Rite II’s work is that of prayer, which I have defined as pursuing communion with 

God.  Rite II demonstrates three significant means of seeking that communion: adoration, 

intercession, and transformation. 

As Chapter Two observed, the first moments of the service are devoted to 

adoration.9  Text and readers join, “with Angels and Archangels and all the company of 

heaven,” to offer praise and veneration to God, to participate in the holy work of 

adoration.  Heaven has been described as a state of perpetual adoration.  For example, 

Christians often refer to St. John’s account of heaven, in which he describes creatures 

surrounding the throne of God: 

 Day and night they never stop saying: 
   “Holy, holy, holy 
       is the Lord God Almighty, 
  who was, and is, and is to come.” 

Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who 
sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, . . . elders fall down 
before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and 
ever.  They lay their crowns before the throne and say: 

  “You are worthy, our Lord and God, 
       To receive glory and honor and power, 
  for you created all things, 
       and by your will they were created  
       and have their being.”  (Rev. 4:8-11) 
 

In Christian faith, participating in this worship from the distance of earthly life is a sacred 

work.  Mother James, another nun from the Cleveland, OH, Poor Clares community, has 

dedicated herself to a ministry of perpetual adoration.  She and the other members of her 

holy order take shifts to ensure that they pray twenty-four hours each day, every day.  In 

                                                 
9Adoration is defined in the American Book of Common Prayer as “the lifting up of the heart and 

mind to God, asking nothing but to enjoy God’s presence” (857). 
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describing her devotion, she says, “It’s Jesus, really Jesus, right there.  We’re going to be 

doing that for all eternity, adoring God.  When you do this, it’s like your heaven begins 

on earth” (Ohlson 44). 

 From the opening declaration of the service—“Blessed be God: Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit.  And blessed be his kingdom, now and for ever.  Amen.”  (355)—to the 

hymn of praise—“Glory to God in the highest . . .”  (356)—to the Sanctus—“Holy, holy, 

holy Lord . . .”  (362)—and through to the end of the service, which concludes with 

“Thanks be to God” (366), the worship of God is the unifying theme and the central act 

of the whole.  Both readers and text surrender their own self-worth in their shared work 

of adoration, concentrating their whole selves on God. 

The second significant action of Rite II can be found in the Prayers of the People, 

a portion of the service that occurs shortly after the sermon and just before the 

confession.  In the Prayers of the People, the readers and text intercede on behalf of the 

world—both those inside and outside of the service.  The prayers of the Rite are offered 

both for individuals and for the entire world; text and readers collaborate, bringing the 

power of written text and the power of orality together before God to glorify him and to 

plead for his grace to sustain a broken world.  Text and readers join in the work of 

intercession—speaking on behalf of those who lack a voice in the service, but who need 

grace nonetheless, as the speaker in Proverbs 31:8-9 demands: 

Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves,  
 for the rights of all who are destitute.   

Speak up and judge fairly;  
 defend the rights of the poor and needy.   
 
In the intercessory prayer of Rite II, the congregation “speaks up” for various people.  

The text specifically invites  
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prayer . . . with intercession for  
   The Universal Church, its members, and its mission 
   The Nation and all in the authority 
   The welfare of the world 
   The concerns of the local community 
   Those who suffer and those in any trouble 
   The departed . . . (359) 
 

Using one of the six forms found on pages 383-393, the people lift up their voices, 

pleading for God’s mercy and grace to be upon each of these groups, to give them 

strength and bear them up.  Intercession is a critical means of pursuing communion with 

God because it is a way in which the people are becoming more Christ-like (and 

therefore, in Christian theology, more God-like), since Christ in heaven is said to 

intercede on behalf of humanity (Hebrews 7:25).   

Rite II consummates this personal transformation of its readers into the ongoing 

body of Christ.  McCall describes this dramatic event: 

The liturgy, then, if it is an enactment, enacts in the lives of the 
worshippers, not a historical drama and not a series of random acts, but 
a movement, a structure of action, which is the anamnesis of the 
Paschal mystery in this time and this place.  It recalls to the present 
that mighty act of God which moves from passion to death to 
resurrection using gesture and matter and word in order to transform 
the worshippers into that which they are becoming—the Body of 
Christ. 

Here the object of the liturgy and the end of the liturgy are the 
same.  The Eucharist constructs us to be Eucharist. . . .  It effects what 
it signifies (ex opera operato). . . .  The act of God is ever acted in us.  
(25-6) 

 
The liturgy, McCall is saying, is devoted to the Eucharist, which is the enactment of 

Christ’s sacrifice for humanity.  But the simultaneous end of the liturgy is to make the 

readers more like Christ.  Paralleling the Eucharist, in which the people ingest the bread 

and wine as symbols of Christ’s body and blood—making Christ a physical part of 

themselves—the Rite ends with a stirring plea: “Send us now into the world in peace, and 
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grant us strength and courage to love and serve you with gladness and singleness of heart; 

through Christ our Lord.  Amen.”  In this final appeal, the readers ask God to make all of 

the truth that the readers have practiced within the Rite stay with them as they leave the 

service, to make the words of the Rite flesh in his people.   

It is deeply fitting that the literature of the Church be made up of living words, 

words that act in their readers and that are ultimately made a vibrant part of their readers’ 

lives, since the Book of Common Prayer is written and practiced by the ongoing body of 

Christ, who is the living Word.  This is a crucial element of the work of the Rite, the text 

acting in the people to transform them into the image of Christ.  And since in becoming 

the ongoing body of Christ, the people thereby become representatives of God in the 

world, this act of personal transformation continues the work that the Prayers of the 

People begins: The Prayers bring the world before God; with the dismissal, the people to 

bring God into the world. 

A collaborative approach to the reader-text relationship reveals the power of 

Wolterstorff’s concept of art in action to Rite II.  The work of Rite II does more than 

create meaning in the text.  Rather, the work of the Rite can be seen in three major 

components: adoration, intercession, and personal transformation.  Each of these 

elements demonstrates the way in which the work of Rite II goes beyond itself and its 

participants: the text and its readers are not merely working to gratify themselves, but to 

accomplish something larger than themselves.  The readers and text of Rite II do not 

work to create meaning for the text alone: they come together to be transformed, and that 

transformation is a sacrificial act.  They submit themselves to God as the apostle Paul 

directed: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as 
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living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship” (Rom. 

12:1).  This melding of physical and spiritual worship is verbalized in the work of 

adoration, of the oral proclamations of the various acclamations and hymns that declare 

God’s glory.  And the intercession expands the work to the world outside of the service; 

the oral intercession on behalf of the outside world precedes the final plea for God to 

send the people out to do his work, “to love and serve . . .as faithful witnesses of Christ 

our Lord” (366). 

 Each of these components is strengthened by the collaborative work of Rite II’s 

text and its readers, the potent combination of literacy and orality.  The written nature of 

the text provides a valuable opportunity for readers to observe and study the prayers of 

the Rite, to witness the structure and movement discussed in Chapter Two and to linger in 

the particulars of the prayers, while the oral quality means that the service is transformed 

with each performance, as the readers add different prayers in the pauses.  Partly because 

of Rite II’s orality, no one will ever be able to capture or analyze its prayers fully.  Prayer 

is still a mystery, but it is a mystery in which, as Iris Murdoch said of the mystical spaces 

of literature, we are all invited to play; it is art with which we are invited to act.   

 In the final pages of Art in Action, Nicholas Wolterstorff laments the focus on 

removed contemplation that has infiltrated the contemporary conception of the arts.  He 

calls his readers to throw off the assumption that aesthetic contemplation is the “noblest 

use to which a work of art can be put” (198).  Returning to his initial discussion of 

communal art in action, he describes Christian liturgy as “an art of the tribe which 

expresses rather than alienates itself from our deepest convictions, and which does not 
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pander to us but rather ennobles us by its self-conscious dedication ad maiorem gloriam 

Dei”10 (199).  In keeping with Wolterstorff’s these assertions, Rite II certainly does not 

alienate itself from its readers’ deepest convictions; rather, the text enters into and 

becomes a part of the readers.  And the text does not cater to its readers’ whims but urges 

them to be transformed into the body of Christ, to leave the worship service cleansed of 

their self-interest, newly dedicated to serving those around them.  As a result, the Book of 

Common Prayer powerfully meets the needs of its readers and the outside world, and this 

fact has helped the text thrive for centuries.  By participating in its mysteries, readers may 

perform the activity of art, work that has meaning beyond themselves. 

                                                 
10Or, “for the greater glory of God.” 
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APPENDIX 

The Holy Eucharist:  Rite Two 
 
 
 
The Word of God 
 
A hymn, psalm, or anthem may be sung. 
 
T he people standing, the Celebrant says 

Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
People  And blessed be his kingdom, now and for ever. 

Amen. 
 
In place of the above, from Easter Day through the Day of Pentecost  
Celebrant Alleluia. Christ is risen. 
People   The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia. 
 
I n Lent and on other penitential occasions 

Celebrant  Bless the Lord who forgives all our sins. 
People  His mercy endures for ever. 
 
T he Celebrant may say 

Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, 
and from you no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our 
hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may 
perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy Name; 
through Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
 
When appointed, the following hymn or some other song of praise is sung 
o r said, all standing 

Glory to God in the highest, 
  
 
 and peace to his people on earth. 

Lord God, heavenly King, 
almighty God and Father, 
   we worship you, we give you thanks, 
  
 
 we praise you for your glory. 

Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of the Father, 
Lord God, Lamb of God, 
you take away the sin of the world: 
   have mercy on us; 
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you are seated at the right hand of the Father: 
 
 
  receive our prayer. 

For you alone are the Holy One, 
you alone are the Lord, 
you alone are the Most High, 
   Jesus Christ, 
   with the Holy Spirit, 
   in the glory of God the Father.  Amen. 
 
O n other occasions the following is used 

Lord, have mercy.   Kyrie eleison. 
Christ, have mercy.  or Christe eleison. 
Lord, have mercy.   Kyrie eleison. 
 
o r this 

Holy God, 
Holy and Mighty, 
Holy Immortal One, 
Have mercy upon us. 
 
 
The Collect of the Day 
 
T he Celebrant says to the people 

 The Lord be with you. 
People  And also with you. 
Celebrant Let us pray. 
 
T he Celebrant says the Collect. 

People Amen. 
 
 
The Lessons 
 
The people sit. One or two Lessons, as appointed, are read, 
th e Reader first saying 

A Reading (Lesson) from____________. 
 
A citation giving chapter and verse may be added. 
 
A fter each Reading, the Reader may say 

The Word of the Lord. 
P
 

eople Thanks be to God. 

or the Reader may say     Here ends the Reading (Epistle). 
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Silence may follow. 
 
A Psalm, hymn, or anthem may follow each Reading. 
 
T hen, all standing, the Deacon or a Priest reads the Gospel, first saying 

The Holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ 
according to__________________. 

People  Glory to you, Lord Christ. 
 
A fter the Gospel, the Reader says 

The Gospel of the Lord. 
People Praise to you, Lord Christ. 
 
 
The Sermon 
 
 
On Sundays and other Major Feasts there follows, all standing 
 
The Nicene Creed 
 
We believe in one God, 
    the Father, the Almighty, 
    maker of heaven and earth, 
  
 
  of all that is, seen and unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
    the only Son of God, 
    eternally begotten of the Father, 
    God from God, Light from Light, 
    true God from true God, 
    begotten, not made, 
    of one Being with the Father. 
    Through him all things were made. 
    For us and for our salvation 
        he came down from heaven: 
    by the power of the Holy Spirit 
         he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, 
         and was made man. 
 For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; 
     he suffered death and was buried. 
    On the third day he rose again 
         in accordance with the Scriptures; 
    he ascended into heaven 
         and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
    He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, 
         and his kingdom will have no end. 
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We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 
    who proceeds from the Father and the Son. 
    With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified. 
    He has spoken through the Prophets. 
    We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 
    We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
    We look for the resurrection of the dead, 
         and the life of the world to come. Amen. 
 
 
The Prayers of the People 
 
Prayer is offered with intercession for 
 
The Universal Church, its members, and its mission 
The Nation and all in authority 
The welfare of the world 
The concerns of the local community 
Those who suffer and those in any trouble 
T
 

he departed (with commemoration of a saint when appropriate) 

See the forms beginning on page 383. 
 
If there is no celebration of the Communion, or if a priest is not available, 
the service is concluded as directed on page 406. 
 
 
Confession of Sin 
 
A Confession of Sin is said here if it has not been said earlier. On 
occasion, the Confession may be omitted. 
 
One of the sentences from the Penitential Order on page 351 may be said. 
 
T he Deacon or Celebrant says 

Let us confess our sins against God and our neighbor. 
 
Silence may be kept. 
 
M inister and People 

Most merciful God, 
we confess that we have sinned against you 
in thought, word, and deed, 
by what we have done, 
and by what we have left undone. 
We have not loved you with our whole heart; 
we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. 
We are truly sorry and we humbly repent. 
For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, 
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have mercy on us and forgive us; 
that we may delight in your will, 
and walk in your ways, 
to the glory of your Name. Amen. 
 
 
T he Bishop when present, or the Priest, stands and says 

Almighty God have mercy on you, forgive you all your sins 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, strengthen you in all 
goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit keep you in 
eternal life.  Amen. 
 
 
The Peace 
 
A ll stand.  The Celebrant says to the people 

The peace of the Lord be always with you. 
People And also with you. 
 
Then the Ministers and People may greet one another in the 
name of the Lord. 
 
 
The Holy Communion 
 
The Celebrant may begin the Offertory with one of the sentences on 
page 376, or with some other sentence of Scripture. 
 
During the Offertory, a hymn, psalm, or anthem may be sung. 
 
Representatives of the congregation bring the people’s offerings of bread 
and wine, and money or other gifts, to the deacon or celebrant. The 
people stand while the offerings are presented and placed on the Altar. 
 
 
The Great Thanksgiving 
 
Alternative forms will be found on page 367 and following. 
 
Eucharistic Prayer A 
 
 
The people remain standing. The Celebrant, whether bishop or priest, 
fa ces them and sings or says 

 The Lord be with you. 
People And also with you. 
Celebrant Lift up your hearts. 
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People We lift them to the Lord. 
Celebrant Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. 
People It is right to give him thanks and praise. 
 
T hen, facing the Holy Table, the Celebrant proceeds 

It is right, and a good and joyful thing, always and every- 
where to give thanks to you, Father Almighty, Creator of 
heaven and earth. 
 
Here a Proper Preface is sung or said on all Sundays, and on other 
occasions as appointed. 
 
Therefore we praise you, joining our voices with Angels and 
Archangels and with all the company of heaven, who for ever 
sing this hymn to proclaim the glory of your Name: 
 
C elebrant and People 

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might, 
heaven and earth are full of your glory. 
     Hosanna in the highest. 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
    Hosanna in the highest. 
 
The people stand or kneel. 
 
T hen the Celebrant continues 

Holy and gracious Father: In your infinite love you made us 
for yourself; and, when we had fallen into sin and become 
subject to evil and death, you, in your mercy, sent Jesus 
Christ, your only and eternal Son, to share our human 
nature, to live and die as one of us, to reconcile us to you, the 
God and Father of all. 
 
He stretched out his arms upon the cross, and offered himself, 
in obedience to your will, a perfect sacrifice for the whole 
world. 
 
At the following words concerning the bread, the Celebrant is to hold it, 
or lay a hand upon it; and at the words concerning the cup, to hold or 
p lace a hand upon the cup and any other vessel containing wine to be consecrated. 

On the night he was handed over to suffering and death, our 
Lord Jesus Christ took bread; and when he had given thanks 
to you, he broke it, and gave it to his disciples, and said, “Take, 
eat: This is my Body, which is given for you. Do this for the 
remembrance of me.” 
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After supper he took the cup of wine; and when he had given 
thanks, he gave it to them, and said, “Drink this, all of you: 
This is my Blood of the new Covenant, which is shed for you 
and for many for the forgiveness of sins. Whenever you drink 
i
 
t, do this for the remembrance of me.” 

Therefore we proclaim the mystery of faith: 
Celebrant and People 
 
Christ has died. 
Christ is risen. 
Christ will come again. 
 
T he Celebrant continues 

We celebrate the memorial of our redemption, O Father, in 
this sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving. Recalling his death, 
r
 
esurrection, and ascension, we offer you these gifts. 

Sanctify them by your Holy Spirit to be for your people the 
Body and Blood of your Son, the holy food and drink of new 
and unending life in him. Sanctify us also that we may faithfully 
receive this holy Sacrament, and serve you in unity, constancy, 
and peace; and at the last day bring us with all your saints 
into the joy of your eternal kingdom. 
 
All this we ask through your Son Jesus Christ. By him, and 
with him, and in him, in the unity of the Holy Spirit all honor 
and glory is yours, Almighty Father, now and for ever. AMEN. 
 
And now, as our Savior  As our Savior Christ 
Christ has taught us,   has taught us, 
we are bold to say,   we now pray, 
 
P eople and Celebrant 

Our Father, who art in heaven,  Our Father in heaven, 
   hallowed be thy Name,      hallowed be your Name, 
   thy kingdom come,       your kingdom come, 
   thy will be done,       your will be done, 
      on earth as it is in heaven.             on earth as in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread.  Give us today our daily bread. 
And forgive us our trespasses,  Forgive us our sins 
 as we forgive those       as we forgive those 
  who trespass against us.        who sin against us. 
And lead us not into temptation, Save us from the time of trial, 
 but deliver us from evil.     and deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the kingdom,  For the kingdom, the power, 
 and the power, and the glory,     and the glory are yours, 
 for ever and ever. Amen.     now and for ever. Amen. 
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The Breaking of the Bread 
 
The Celebrant breaks the consecrated Bread. 
 
A period of silence is kept. 
 
T hen may be sung or said 

[Alleluia.]  Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us; 
Therefore let us keep the feast.  [Alleluia.] 
 
In Lent, Alleluia is omitted, and may be omitted at other times except 
during Easter Season. 
 
In place of, or in addition to, the preceding, some other suitable 
anthem may be used. 
 
 
F acing the people, the Celebrant says the following Invitation 

The Gifts of God for the People of God. 
 
and may add  Take them in remembrance that Christ died for 
  you, and feed on him in your hearts by faith, 
   with thanksgiving. 
 
The ministers receive the Sacrament in both kinds, and then immediately deliver it 
to the people. 
 
T he Bread and the Cup are given to the communicants with these words 

The Body (Blood) of our Lord Jesus Christ keep you in 
everlasting life.  [Amen.] 
 
o r with these words 

The Body of Christ, the bread of heaven. [Amen.] 
The Blood of Christ, the cup of salvation. [Amen.] 
 
During the ministration of Communion, hymns, psalms, or anthems may be sung. 
 
When necessary, the Celebrant consecrates additional bread and wine, using 
the form on page 408. 
 
A fter Communion, the Celebrant says 

Let us pray. 
 
C elebrant and People 

Eternal God, heavenly Father, 
you have graciously accepted us as living members 
of your Son our Savior Jesus Christ, 
and you have fed us with spiritual food 
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in the Sacrament of his Body and Blood. 
Send us now into the world in peace, 
and grant us strength and courage 
to love and serve you 
with gladness and singleness of heart; 
through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 
or the following 
 
Almighty and everliving God, 
we thank you for feeding us with the spiritual food 
of the most precious Body and Blood 
of your Son our Savior Jesus Christ; 
and for assuring us in these holy mysteries 
that we are living members of the Body of your Son, 
and heirs of your eternal kingdom. 
And now, Father, send us out 
to do the work you have given us to do, 
to love and serve you 
as faithful witnesses of Christ our Lord. 
To him, to you, and to the Holy Spirit, 
be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen. 
 
The Bishop when present, or the Priest, may bless the people. 
 
T he Deacon, or the Celebrant, dismisses them with these words 

Let us go forth in the name of Christ. 
P
 

eople Thanks be to God. 
o
 

r this 

Deacon Go in peace to love and serve the Lord. 
P
 

eople Thanks be to God. 
o
 

r this 

Deacon Let us go forth into the world, 
rejoicing in the power of the Spirit. 

P
 

eople Thanks be to God. 
or this 
 
Deacon Let us bless the Lord. 
People Thanks be to God. 
 
From the Easter Vigil through the Day of Pentecost “Alleluia, alleluia” 
m ay be added to any of the dismissals. 

The People respond   Thanks be to God. Alleluia, alleluia. 
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