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On May 19th 1662 an act of uniformity, with a revised Prayer Book attached to it, received the royal assent, and the Book of Common Prayer as we know it came into use.

The First English Prayer Book was authorized in 1549, in the reign of Edward VI, as an important step in the reformation of the church.

After much controversy and debate, this was revised, and in 1552 a book more like the one we know was produced.

Subsequent history of the Prayer Book is intertwined with the political history of England: in the reign of Queen Mary it was abolished, but in the reign of Elizabeth 1 it was restored and republished (with only minor changes).

In the reigns of James 1 and Charles 1, the Prayer Book remained virtually unchanged, but in the Commonwealth Period (1640-1660), when there was no king, it was outlawed, and only used in secret.

The restoration of the Prayer Book in 1662 was associated with the restoration of the monarchy and the restoration of bishops.

The Aims of the 1662 Revision

It might surprise you to know how many changes were made in this revision: approximately 4,500 words were erased and 10,500 added in the 16 hours of debate in Parliament! Much more work was done in Committee, outside these hours of debate.

Although the structure and contents remained very much the same from 1552 to 1662, there were many additions and changes of detail.

The preface maintained that the guiding principle in previous revisions had been adhered to again: ‘to keep the mean between two Extremes, of too much stiffness in refusing and of too much easiness in admitting any variation from it’.

A brief historical note explains the circumstances in which the revision was done and the claim is made that:

· Certain suggested alterations were rejected because they were of ‘dangerous consequence’ (e.g. ‘secretly striking at some established doctrine or laudable practice of the C. of E. or indeed of the whole Catholic Church of Christ’);
· Certain suggested alterations were rejected because they were of ‘no consequence at all, but utterly frivolous and vain’;
· Certain suggested alterations were willingly agreed to (the basic changes are then listed).

In making this revision, three objects were kept in view: the presentation of peace and unity, the procuring of reverence and exciting of piety and devotion in the Public Worship of God, and the ‘cutting off occasion from them that seek occasion of cavil or quarrel against the Liturgy of the Church’.

Theologically, the aim was to glorify God and edify the church.

Liturgy and the Edification of the Church

1.
Edification in Scripture is more than education: it means enabling the church to function as the body of Christ and move towards the goals that God has set for it (cf. Eph. 4:11-16; 1 Corinthians 14)

Sound teaching is a priority, equipping God’s people to minister to one another in love.

Our shared ministry involves building up the body of Christ, ‘until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.’

Paul goes on to highlight the importance of ‘speaking the truth in love’ in the process of growth and maturation.

Here is where liturgy can help: regularly reminding us of great gospel truths and getting us to affirm them together.

Paul warns about being ‘tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.’

Together with sound teaching and regular Bible reading, liturgy can deliver us from being deceived by error.

2.
Worship and edification should be complementary ways of viewing what we do when we meet together (cf. Col. 3:16-17; Eph. 5:18-19)

The apostle reminds us of the need to ‘let the word of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.’

So singing and reading psalms to one another can be a means of teaching and warning one another, even as we address ourselves to God in praise and thanksgiving.

Like singing, liturgy can have both a horizontal and a vertical focus.

Maintaining the Reformation today

We have much to learn from the principles of the Prayer Book, from the structure and content of the services, the manner of praying, the use of Scripture and exhortation, and the theology of the services.

Sometimes modern revisions have strayed too far from these roots and have lost sight of the strengths in our inherited liturgy.

At the same time, we need to acknowledge that a great deal of thought has gone into contemporary attempts to express Prayer Book teaching in better ways for our own times.

The revisers of the 1662 book changed many words and phrases, as well as adding entirely new material (e.g. the Service for the Baptism of Adults, new collects and prayers, such as the Prayer for all Sorts and Conditions of Men and the General Thanksgiving).

450 years later the world is a very different place: we have theological battles to fight and pastoral issues to face that were not envisaged by the compilers of the Book of Common Prayer (e.g. the rise of atheism in the community, theological liberalism in the church and sexual immorality in our culture more generally).

Spoken English is very different from those days, the way we relate to one another is more informal, our musical tastes are very different, we live in a much more multicultural environment, and there is much more encouragement in our churches for people to make their own contribution in prayer and other forms of ministry.

In our modern revisions, we need to learn from the past, while being sensitive to the needs of the present. For example:

· On the positive side, modern funeral services give a much better choice of Bible readings and prayers, for a whole range of situations not envisaged in 1662;

· But on the negative side, modern versions of the Communion Service sometimes obscure the clear teaching of the Prayer Book about justification by faith in Christ alone.

Conclusion

The aims of the Anglican reformers from 1549 to 1662 remained the same: to edify the church, while procuring reverence and exciting piety and devotion in the Public Worship of God.

These were biblical aims that should drive the planning and conduct of church services everywhere.

Of course, this pattern of prescribed corporate worship did not please everyone, and on August 24th, 1662, 2,000 clergy left the Church of England because they could not use the new book.
History shows that there needs to be a greater generosity and freedom allowed to hold the greatest number of godly ministers and their congregations together in a denominational framework.
But we can thank God for the positive influences of the BCP over 450 years, not only in the UK, but in the spread of Anglicanism across the world.
