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The Book of Common Prayer and the redefining of Australian Anglicanism since 1962.
(Address to Prayer Book Society, NSW Branch, Christ Church St Laurence, 2 October 2010)
Brian H Fletcher 

I have chosen today to speak about the book we all revere, namely The Book of Common Prayer and how it has fared in Australia since 1962. It is a truism to say that the history of this book over the past half century or so has not been a happy one. Many explanations for the decline in its fortunes have been put forward, but I do not think that enough attention has been paid to the importance of the changes that took place in the character of Australian Anglicanism. What I would like to do is to examine those changes and to see how they impacted on The Book of Common Prayer. The picture is in some ways disturbing, but it also has a positive side which I shall try to bring out. In the process I hope I shall shed some light on where the prayer book stands in relation to present-day Anglicanism. 
Let me begin by questioning  some of the myths that have built up around the church. The Anglican Church in Australia is nowadays frequently depicted as having embarked on a period of decline during the 1960s. At first glance there appears to be much to sustain this view. Statistical evidence points to a drop in membership of roughly 2% each decade since 1960. The age composition of congregations has risen, pointing to a decline in the number of younger worshippers and the prospects of congregations passing out of existence as members die. The Sunday School, once the glory of the church, has experienced major setbacks. Doctrinal differences, formerly the source of constructive debate, have taken new forms that imperil the unity of the church, threatening schism and raising the possibility of converting the church, globally as well as nationally, into a mere provincial sect.  On the world stage divisions of a cultural variety have emerged, superimposing themselves on and greatly complicating the longstanding theological divide. The spiritual ascendancy of the Archbishop of Canterbury has been challenged by former colonials who see him not as a great leader but as an instrument  of a discredited imperialism. Already there are signs in Australia that some are willing to side with those who adopt this view. All this of course adversely affects the image of the Anglican church and contributes to the widespread belief that it is terminally ill and verging on the suicidal.
Yet there is another side to the picture which is overlooked by the less scholarly of those who subscribe to such views. Amongst such critics are journalists and other sensationalists who show limited appreciation of what is going on within the Anglican fold. It is true that we must acknowledge the church to be more divided than ever before and agree that it is experiencing decline as measured in statistical terms.  Yet it is also worth remembering, as Archbishop Keith Rayner reminded us long ago, that statistics are of limited use when applied to matters of faith. Statisticians, in this as in so many spheres, often cannot really evaluate the things that matter. Moreover, despite growing tensions, the church still strives, as it always has, to blend diversity with  unity thereby maintaining the distinguishing feature of Anglicanism. Thus far, despite immense inner pressures schism has been avoided. Important too is the fact that the church, far from remaining supine, has experienced a cultural and spiritual rebirth arising from a willingness to accommodate itself both to advances in understanding of the scriptures and to changes in society. The church which nowadays exists in Australia is leaner and has lost its national pre-eminence, but it has also undergone major internal reforms that have greatly enriched its life. To a degree it has reinvented itself and like the nation has fashioned a new sense of identity, thereby giving it considerable strength.

Yet this re-definition, important though it is to the life of the church as a whole, has reacted to the disadvantage of The Book of Common Prayer. One reason lies in the fact that prayer book revision has formed an important part of the whole process of re-definition. Rivals to The Book of Common Prayer have emerged and I would like to spend a little time showing how this came about. 
Before doing so, however, I need to look at the situation at the opening of the period I have chosen to cover, namely the decades beginning in 1962. Significantly enough, that year was marked by two events that at first glance had the potential for greatly strengthening the hold of The Book of Common Prayer over the Australian church. First and foremost was the fact that for the prayer book  this was a year of great historical significance. Everywhere within the world-wide Anglican communion, commemorative events were held to honour what was the prayer book’s 300th birthday. In many parts of Australia, as elsewhere, the occasion was celebrated on Trinity Sunday which fell on the date closest to the promulgation in 1662 of  the Act of Uniformity. Sydney, for example, set aside 26 June as a Day of Thanksgiving for The Book of Common Prayer.
 The Diocese of Melbourne, however, chose Bartholomew’s Day on 24 August which was the date on which the Act actually came into operation.
 Whatever the date selected the occasion was greeted with great enthusiasm and the same was true of the numerous articles that appeared in church newspapers. 
“This Hallowed Book - An Incomparable Gem’, was how the chaplain of the Mentone Grammar School described the prayer book in an article that appeared in the Church of England Messenger.
 He went on to isolate and discuss the features of the book that had made it of enduring value, ranking it together with the King James Bible as ‘the twin manuals of Anglican devotion’. It contained phrases that had become integral to the English language which it had done much to shape. ‘All sorts and conditions of men’, ‘Whose service is perfect freedom’, ‘Lighten our Darkness’, were among the phrases he cited. The prayer book was also a unifying force that crossed cultural bounds and established a uniformity of worship throughout the Anglican communion. ‘Whether in the torrid isles of the Pacific, or the windswept plains of Canada, or within some lofty Gothic English Cathedral’ he wrote, ‘this book has brought a sense of reality as it gathers the thoughts of hearts and minds together’. The cadences of its language stirred worshippers and uplifted hearts in worship and the book stood out as a ‘living monument’ to the genius of Thomas Cranmer. 
Others wrote and spoke in similar vein. One commentator described the prayer book as ‘a rich heritage of worship distilled from 1500 years of liturgical worship by one of the finest literary brains of all time’.
 The Reverend Edward Hunt, in a series on Anglican church music, claimed that ‘The most precious possession of the Anglican Church in Australia is the Book of Common Prayer’. He went on to speak of ‘the noble liturgy which has enriched the worship of the church’ for three centuries.
 Canon D.W.B. Robinson used the sermon he preached in St Andrew’s Cathedral on 26 June 1962 to affirm his commitment to the prayer book which he saw as staunchly scriptural and as a unifying force in Anglicanism.
 The recently appointed Archbishop Hugh Gough devoted much of his Presidential address to the Sydney Diocesan Synod in 1962 to the Book of Common Prayer, pointing out that it was scriptural, that it expressed ‘the fellowship that characterizes Christianity and ‘makes the response of faith a primary medium of Christianity’
.  Bishop Reid called for the awakening of a sense of gratitude for The Book of Common Prayer which, he observed, has been for 300 years not only the sole medium of worship ‘but also a bond of union throughout the Anglican communion’.
 These and other comments pointed to the fact that The Book of Common Prayer was still greatly valued and that it was seen as having a vital part to play in Anglican worship.
Further evidence of this is not hard to find, but I would now like to move to my second point about the opening year of the period I am covering. Here we have yet another event of historical significance. 1962 was important not simply because it marked the prayer book’s tercentenary, but also because it signalled the beginning of a new era in the history of Australian Anglicanism. It was the year which saw the introduction of a new constitution which severed the legal, but not the spiritual ties, which bound the Australian church to its parent body in England. Reaching agreement on this matter had taken more than half a century thanks in large part to the division between Anglo-Catholics and High Churchmen on the one hand and evangelicals on the other. Central to the protracted negotiations was status of The Book of Common Prayer  to which evangelicals clung as offering protection against the possibility of the church moving closer to Rome. They valued the safeguards which it contained and sought to maintain the balance which lay at its heart. Their support for the constitution was conditional upon the prayer book being fully safeguarded  and it was only after receiving assurances on this matter that they accepted the constitution. At their insistence (and with the support of others) this document stipulated that The Book of Common Prayer  ‘remain the standard of worship in the Anglican Church of Australia’. 
Here surely was a guarantee that the prayer book would remain central to Anglican worship regardless of whatever else might occur after 1962. On this interpretation the future of the prayer book was assured. The reality, however, was rather different and far from standing alongside the Bible as the chief manual for worship, the prayer book underwent during coming decades what was at best a chequered history. To understand this we need in the first instance to return to the point made earlier about the whole process of prayer book revision that characterised the years after 1962. It rapidly became apparent that although the church sought to preserve The Book of Common Prayer in its entirety it was also anxious to offer alternatives. This, indeed, had been clearly apparent for some time, but it did not become feasible until after 1962. 
The 1962 constitution, by freeing the Australian church from the shackles which bound it to the established church in England. gave it freedom of a kind it had never previously possessed. As matters stood before the new constitution was introduced the church was unable to reform its own life or revise its liturgy. It was bound by decisions of the English church against which it had no right of appeal. It operated in an ecclesiastical strait jacket and enjoyed the status of a colonial dependency tied to an imperial ecclesiastical power. Long after the Australian nation had gained its independence the Anglican church was still subordinate to the English church as well as to the English parliament and courts of justice. Now those restrictions had been removed allowing the Australian church to go its own way, provided it heeded the basic tenets of the Anglican faith which were only loosely defined. 

This new-found freedom released pent up energies that had been directed towards revising the various forms of worship . Much of the pressure behind the move for a constitution had come from those who were anxious to change the liturgy and now they seized their opportunity. At the first meeting of the newly constituted General Synod in 1962 a committee was appointed to explore the possibility of revising the prayer book. It reported positively to the next meeting of General Synod in 1966 and a Liturgical Commission was set up to commence work.  The decision was widely approved within the church. The need for change had been featured at the time of the tercentenasy and it was also accepted by those who insisted that the position of The Book of Common Prayer be adequately safeguarded. The book had after all been in existence for three hundred years and had remained largely untouched except for the revisions made in 1926 and 1927 but rejected by parliament. In Australia, Sunday services had long appeared to be out of touch with national sentiment and ill-suited to local climatic conditions. The language also came under attack for being unduly archaic and difficult to comprehend. Unless the book was made more accommodating to Australians it would turn people away from the church. This was accepted by all shades of opinion. but there was disagreement as to the kind of changes that should be introduced and the extent to which they should go. Inevitably this complicated the task of the Liturgical Commission which, however, consulted widely, and worked adroitly to minimize controversy. In 1978 members brought before General Synod the first Anglican prayer book ever to be produced in Australia. Inevitably it generated opposition but it was approved and was published under the title An Australian Prayer Book in 1979. This by no means meant that The Book of Common Prayer had been supplanted. Indeed General Synod reaffirmed the fact that The Book of Common Prayer remain the ‘standard of worship’ and stated that the new prayer book was a supplement and not a replacement.
Anglicans now had two prayer books, one tied to the English past and the other to the Australian future. The new book contained Sunday services that catered for local conditions, was couched in modern language and allowed for greater congregational participation. Moreover it had a distinctively Australian flavour. It incorporated the name of the nation into its title, was bound in green and gold and was full of sketches of Australian flora and fauna – so much so that it became known as ‘The Bottle Brush Book’. The process of revision, however, was by no means complete. Some services had not been touched and others would need attention once more was known about the response of clergy and congregations. The Liturgical Commission was reappointed and continued with its onerous but enriching task. After seventeen years of discussion and debate A Prayer Book for Australia was finally brought before General Synod and approved but only after a substantial number of amendments had been discussed. Sydney evangelicals were unhappy about the wording of the Holy Communion service and other aspects of the book. They were dissuaded from voting against it only after the much respected Archbishop Harry Goodhew intervened. His proposal to include on the title page a phrase stating that both the 1662 and 1978 prayer books remain in use saved the day. Even so the Sydney Synod stipulated that permission was required from the Archbishop before the book could be used by any parish within the diocese.
The number of prayer books had now grown to three creating additional problems for The Book of Common Prayer which also faced competition from a plethora of worship books that were coming into use among evangelicals and charismatics. The officially sanctioned prayer books proved highly popular and with the passage of time The Book of Common Prayer was pushed into the background. Admittedly, some churches like St Philip’s at Church Hill, Sydney, used the book while the Reverend Harry Edwards was rector. Other churches used at least one of the services drawn from it. Yet it was the revised versions that took hold. Devotees of the original book naturally became concerned and organised themselves in Australia and elsewhere to ensure that it did not disappear altogether. Members  of the Prayer Book Society in particular took steps to rally the cause. One example, which I came across when going through the published proceedings of the Sydney Diocesan Synod, was a motion moved in 1982 by the Reverend John Bunyan. After drawing attention to the stipulations laid down by General Synod he called upon the Sydney Synod to ‘give just consideration’ to the ‘needs of those church members  who in particular desire to attend the Sunday services of the Book of Common Prayer and those who desire the use of one or more of the pastoral offices of that book’. Clearly, supporters of this work had been thrown onto the defensive, engaged in a cause that was increasingly difficult to sustain. 
The question arises as to why The Book of Common Prayer had experienced so marked a reversal of of fortunes. After being the sole prayer book for three hundred years it had been marginalised in a matter of some three decades. It needs to be stressed that what occurred in Australia was paralleled elsewhere within the Anglican communion. Everywhere revisions were being introduced and this formed part of a wider process of liturgical reform that affected every branch of the Christian church except the Orthodox churches which clung to tradition. The Roman Catholic church introduced a revised Mass after the Second Vatican Council of 1962 to 1965 and produced a Worship Book whose use was mandatory. The Anglican church in England and throughout the British Commonwealth and elsewhere produced a spate of revised prayer books which impacted adversely on The Book of Common Prayer. What happened in Australia was, therefore, by no means unique to this nation. As elsewhere it reflected the desire for new forms of worship and a turning against what was seen as outmoded.
Australians, however, were by no means simply being imitative of others. There were reasons internal to the Australian church that explains what happened to The Book of Common Prayer. This brings me back to the question which I raised  earlier about the consequences for the prayer book of the way in which the church undertook the task of redefining itself. What I shall attempt now is to outline the main features of this process and show how this affected the church. Before doing so I should briefly look at what went on within Australian society after the 1960s, because this provides the key to any understanding of the actions of the church which were more re-active than pro-active. 

Let me give you a broad outline of what occurred at the national level. In the first place, Australia and Britain turned away from each other and Australia asserted its own autonomy as a world power. Migrants, hitherto drawn mainly from the British Isles, progressively came from all parts of the world their composition broadening as a result of the abandonment of the White Australia. Their presence gave rise to a belief in the concept of a multicultural society which soon took hold. Linked to this change was the decision to found a society whose members were to be treated equally regardless of race, creed, or gender. All Australians were placed on the same footing amongst them women whose legal status and opportunities in the workforce were placed on the same footing as those of men. The Aboriginal people acquired full rights of citizenship after the 1967 Referendum and concerted efforts were made to compensate for past wrongs as well as to open new opportunities. Aboriginal culture was acknowledged and celebrated instead of being marginalised.  What was virtually a new society took shape. It was one that emphasised its own distinctiveness and acknowledged the rights of all Australians. The ascendancy of the Anglo-Saxon culture, the dominance of males and the superiority of the white race were all things of the past.
These were changes that the Anglican church could ignore only at its peril. As matters stood in 1962 the church mirrored the society which then existed.  It was still very English, bore the title Church of England and drew most of its leaders from Britain. Women although allowed to be ordained as Deacons were debarred from the priesthood and were not represented on synods, although in most dioceses they could serve on parish councils. This was a male dominated church whose congregations were mostly middle class and mainly of British stock. Missionary activity had for long been strong among the Aboriginal people, but Aborigines played no part in the ministry or in the councils of the church. Here was a church conservative in outlook and tied to a past that was about to become outmoded.
Wise minds within the church recognised that the situation had to change and from the 1960s  the church gradually displayed a capacity for adaptability that stood it in good stead.  Along with the nation it pushed its British heritage into the background and consciously endeavoured to assume a more Australian appearance. It altered its name to The Anglican Church in Australia, ceased electing bishops and archbishops from Britain, adapted architecture to Australian conditions and introduced a more Australian flavour into the liturgy as well as into the new hymnals which it produced jointly with other denominations. All this was done with the full backing of the English church which had long encouraged constituent parts of the Anglican communion to blend with the society they served. 

Not only did the church become more Australian but it also adjusted its life to the other changes that were transforming society. The process was slow and passed through two stages. First the church threw its weight behind what was going on within the community. It supported the concept of multiculturalism, set itself resolutely against the discriminatory practices of the past, took up the cause of the Aboriginal people and welcomed the rise in the status of women. Same sex relationships did arouse disquiet particularly among evangelicals and there was also widespread concern at the way in which the new role of women impacted on family life.  But overall a more tolerant attitude did come to the fore and along with this went a deeper concern for the plight of the disadvantaged.. 
The second stage in the transformation of the church came later and involved not simply acceptance of what was occurring within society but the incorporation of those changes into the life and structures of the church. Efforts were made to reach out into the diverse array of multicultural groups and to invite them to share in worship as well as form part of the ministry. The same was true so far as the Aboriginal people were concerned. Missionary work increasingly placed the emphasis on dialogue rather than conversion. Aboriginal deacons and clergy were ordained to care for urbanised Aborigines as well as those in the interior and the far north. Two Aboriginal bishops were consecrated in the Northern Territory and Nungalinya Theological College was set up jointly with the Uniting Church near Darwin. In 1992, after a long struggle, women were admitted to the priesthood in all save a handful of dioceses including Sydney. While preserving its spiritual links with Canterbury and the global communion and retaining something of its origins the church had, therefore, by the early years of the new millennium reinvented itself. Far from being a white, male-dominated bastion of British civilisation it had become an integral part of the new Australia. It was more inclusive than ever before and less tied to the past.

These were highly desirable changes but they did not react to the advantage of The Book of Common Prayer which increasingly appeared as a relic of the past. The prayer book originated in what some now regarded as a foreign country and was written in the language of Shakespearean England. This was once seen as a source of glory but now it was viewed as an impediment to the use of the liturgy, making it incomprehensible to all save those who were highly educated. The prayer book was also written in sexist language and the views expressed in the various services also appeared to run counter to attitudes that were now part of church and society. 
All this stood out in marked contrast to the two newly revised prayer books. In both the liturgy was kept abreast of what was going on in church and society. Each moved forward with the times. The 1995 A Prayer Book for Australia was more distinctively Australian than its predecessor. Amongst the Occasional Prayers were some directed specifically to national events and to the commemoration of men and women who had made a major contribution to Australian life. The Aboriginal people received limited but increased recognition and despite opposition from some quarters the language was feminised and made more inclusive. That both books struck a chord can be seen in the fact that to a large extent they took over from The Book of Common Prayer, usage of which continued to drop. The Anglican Church seemed in fact to have moved away from its great founding document and the rock on which it had rested for three centuries. Indeed, to many The Book of Common Prayer had become not a foundation document, but an anachronism. It could not compete with the new Australian prayer books and it belonged to a vanished past rather than a promising future. Above all it sat uncomfortably with the way in which the church had redefined  itself.
One should not, however, carry this line of argument too far. The new sense of identity which had been adopted by the Anglican church by no means resulted in the elimination of The Book of Common Prayer. Under the terms of the constitution this could not be so and in any case there was no desire to act otherwise. To the best of my knowledge no one ever suggested that The Book of Common Prayer should be banned. The revised books were alternatives and not replacements and this was stated on their title pages. This was the case elsewhere within the global communion and it points to the fact that the original prayer book still had a place in the heart of the church. Many parishes still use it at least in part at specific services, such as early morning Holy Communion, or evensong.

Moreover, it was also the case that The Book of Common Prayer deeply influenced the two new prayer books that appeared after 1977. It formed the starting point for the work of the Liturgical Commission and provided the touchstone against which new developments were evaluated. What in fact ensued were not completely new prayer books, but contemporary versions of the original, much of whose content and even language was preserved. The spirit of The Book of Common Prayer lives on in Australia as indeed it does overseas. This bears testimony to the hold which it had gained over church goers and also reflects another element of continuity, namely acceptance of the concept of Anglicanism as an all embracing faith which accommodated beliefs ranging from left of Geneva to right of Rome. What the church now had was a seventeenth century prayer book which embodied this belief and two twentieth century prayer books which made provision for a variety of Sunday services satisfactory to most groups within the church.

But where does this leave The Book of Common Prayer. On present indications it has been marginalised as a worship book. Yet it is important to remember that it is a valued part of the historical memory of the Anglican church, world wide as well as in Australia. It stands out as a source of spiritual enrichment that has by no means lost its relevance. It is also a great work of literature written at a time when the English language reached perhaps its greatest heights. No more than Shakespeare can it be allowed to be pushed completely to one side. We have to ask ourselves whether the new revised prayer books are going to be so great a source of strength to Anglicans. Do they have the capacity to embed themselves into the life of church and nation to the extent that was true of The Book of Common Prayer? Or are they of a more ephemeral variety tied to attitudes that are unlikely to remain in place for a lengthy period? The first Australian revision lasted for only for seventeen years and the second revision has been around only since 1995. Doubtless other versions will appear, but we have to ask ourselves whether any will enjoy permanency and whether eventually there may be a swing back to the past. Hope for The Book of Common Prayer still exists and we should endeavour to ensure that hope is kept alive.
This is an age in which change has become the norm in almost every sphere of life. Will anything that has been introduced during our life time survive? Moods change and it may be that in a hundred years time there will have been a swing back to a prayer book which does have the sanction of history. Whatever the case it is vital that we should continue to ensure that The Book of Common Prayer is not allowed to disappear from memory. It is a core feature of historic Anglicanism and should be preserved no matter how the church alters its identity.  In all likelihood the 1662 prayer book  will never again monopolise worship but it still has a role to play in the life of the church and must continue to be infused with life. I was heartened recently by an article by the columnist Peter Hitchens which appeared in the 11 September 2010 edition of the London Spectator. While by no means uncritical of The Book of Common Prayer and well aware of its declining importance in England he neveertheless saw it as still possessing great strengths. In the final sentence of his article he called upon his readers ‘to make it our revolutionary manifesto against the sick spirit of the age’. Surely one could not ask for more.
�  For a fuller discussion see my book: The Place of Anglicanism in Australia: Church, Society and Nation, Broughton Publishing, Melbourne 2008.
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