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The BCP belongs not just to the Church of England and to Anglicans but to Western civilisation and its intellectual and public culture. This is so in a number of ways. There was a sense in which the rites of the BCP were thought to be properly authorised and therefore more authentic, in both a temporal and spiritual sense. In essence a person was duly and properly baptised and married if the BCP was involved. The BCP seemed to mediate not only religious life but civil proceedings as well. From my observations of the liturgical reform process, inadequate attention was given to the wider audience and the broader function of the BCP but, of course, the Church was the most consistent user of the BCP and the most affected by the liturgy and it was not surprising that it looked first to its own needs, albeit in relation to the community it was called to serve. There were attempts to develop services that reflected aspects of social life and cultural significance. In this, the twentieth century liturgical revisers took a lead from the BCP which, I would add, was particularly attentive to the needs of seafarers.


In his majestic study The Place of Anglicanism in Australia, Brian Fletcher notes the fears that accompanied the desire for liturgical revision in 1962 – the year the new constitution for the Australian came into being. The BCP, he remarks, ‘was revered as an ‘incomparable gem’ and was deeply embedded in the minds and hearts of Anglicans’. But not only for Anglicans. The book had a significant place in broader Australian society. Some recognised it belonged to more than just the Church. Indeed, Professor Fletcher writes notes that the King James Version of the Bible together with the BCP ‘had an impact that extended well beyond’ the confines of the Church. They stood alongside the classics of English literature and formed a major part of the culture that was brought from Britain to Australia’. He cites the work of Stella Brook who ‘showed how a variety of phrases drawn from the book passed into common parlance.’ Phrases like ‘peace in our time’, ‘outward and visible sign’ and ‘till death do us part’ were almost universally recognised and became cliché. 

I am inclined to the view that the prayer book of 1978 and, to a lesser extent, the prayer book of 1995 have preserved some elements of the mood and the tenor to worship and life that was projected into all of society through the 1662 Prayer Book. But in my judgement, the AAPB and APBA were prayer books for a church and not liturgies for a nation. They lack the broad sweep and holistic vision of the BCP. Conversely, critics complained that the focus was more on national aspirations than genuine catholic unity. I am not so sure. In any event, the loss of a formal prayer book tradition is as much to be feared as what the prayer books actually contain.

Beyond the confines of regular Anglican worship, the BCP created a sense of what worship comprised. It was marked by objectivity, restraint and dignity. It conveyed a sense of transcendent, the mysterious and the numinous. It gave to life a daily, weekly and yearly rhythm. 
Places and occasions were given a context and consequences by virtue of their depiction in the BCP. It also gave an English hue to Australian Christianity. In popular and intellectual culture, the words of the BCP have resonated through the years. In history, for instance, the work of Keith Hancock, Manning Clark and Frank Crowley has been shaped by BCP phrases and ideas. In literature, there are references to the BCP in Marcus Clarke’s For the Term of His Natural Life and Peter Carey’s Oscar and Lucinda. Michael Leunig published a book of Common Prayers, some of which show an acquaintance with the BCP. Of course, in public occasions, such as Anzac and Remembrance Day, there are direct borrowings from the BCP, as there are in Parliamentary prayers around the country. Our Australian legal system is replete with Biblical and Christian values. The criminal law endeavours to suppress what the Prayer Book describes as ‘wickedness and vice’.

While we can all point to echoes of the Prayer Book, I believe that it has been highly successful in forming attitudes to public life and shaping public institutions. In this respect, its influence has been so pervasive and profound that it is usually overlooked. This influence has three components. First, it has quietly shaped individuals in the discharge of their public duties by providing them with an inventory of values and virtues. Second, it has subtlety shaped the community by providing a grammar for the description of ideals and aspirations for common life. Third, it has unobtrusively marked for individuals and communities a sphere in which God is present and active while defining what can be fairly anticipated and reliably expected in terms of aid and assistance from the heavenly realm as a spiritual blessing.

The vehicles for this influence are also three-fold: first, the theological confidence and clarity of the BCP liturgies; second, the literary merit and poetic appeal of the BCP’s language; and third, familiarity with the BCP through its consistent use over a long period. In effect, the BCP was so effective in its account of individual life and community living that what it described and what it prescribed were absorbed into public life and reflected in public institutions almost without notice. The BCP’s view of individual rights and responsibilities, freedoms and liberties; its view of human failures and frailties, weakness and shortcomings; its interpretation longings and dreams, and its grasp of the things that make for peace and contentment … found their way into everyday living and created a cultural mood that touched every person, whether or not they were churchgoing Anglicans. In Australia, we do not think the individual is first and foremost in any consideration of public policy, and we do not place individual autonomy or personal rights ahead of every other consideration.

The BCP’s realistic attitude to civil authority and temporal power – and their corruption and self-interest; its recognition of social and environmental disadvantage; its insistence on the call to communal charity and compassion; its respect for local customs and community distinctives; its awareness of systemic greed, cruelty and tyranny, and its antidote in collective humility and corporate contrition; and, its insistence on present accountability in anticipation of future judgement. In Australia, we have not made a god of the nation-state and we do not think government has the authority to legislate in a manner that diminishes the dignity of the individual or their entitlement to determine the ultimate course of their life.


These features of the characteristically Australian vision of the individual and of society were not self-evident. They had a pedigree. They came from somewhere, and that somewhere was the sustained spiritual and social reflection of the English people solidified in the Book of Common Prayer – the foremost statement of English Citizenship and of English Christianity at a time when the foremost minds of that nation were concerned with a vision of what it meant to live in this world, with all its problems, before a God, whose existence made a difference.


In the formative, you might even say ‘adolescent’, years of this country’s European history, the BCP was probably the single most significant influence on thought and deed. No doubt there were many others. But given that the largest proportion of Australians were Anglicans; that the liturgies of most churches active in Australia were influenced by the BCP; that most public occasions included words drawn from the BCP or were influenced by BCP forms … it is not surprising that many of its phrases entered popular discourse and public life … without anyone realising their theological or liturgical origins.


The question that might be asked at this point of time is this: given that the BCP has been highly successful in helping to civilise Australia and effective in determining the shape of that civilisation, can the BCP be safely abandoned with the salutary words ‘well done good and faithful servant’? I think not. Why? Briefly, because cultures change and institutions mutate; because memories are short and attitudes are shifting; because identity can be lost and self-awareness can diminish; and because we ought to resist and defy anything in public conversation which presumes or implies that the past is irrelevant or which forgets that civilised societies are a moral achievement but also a work-in-progress. Any person who declares that yesterday is out of sight or thinks they and they alone shape their own choices and decisions, is ignorant of the presence of cultural legacies that transform all they touch. Any society which announces that it now is … what it might become … is already exuding the signs of decadence and has sowed the first seed of its own demise.


I would not want anyone to think that I am promoting the BCP as a manual for personal fulfilment or a charter for civil society. It was not intended to be either. But to the extent that it places individuals and communities in right relation to each other and to God, to the extent that it offers a compelling account of the fallen sinner and an honest appraisal of the broken family, it addresses questions, identifies issues and speaks well beyond the narrow confines of the gathered Christian community with a holistic vision of the created order. 
We are all aware that the worship of our Church has shifted from a common liturgy to very diverse practice. You might well take a jaundiced view and call that diversity incoherence. In taking a pendulum view, I think we have swung to a position that is as far from the medium as that attempted by the ill-fated Acts of Uniformity that were passed by the English parliament in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I can find little good to say about this legislation or the spirit behind them. Commonality is one think; uniformity is another. Commending a liturgy through its spiritual efficacy is a laudable aim; imposing its use through coercion is not. Yes, the mid-1600s were desperate years and very different times from those in which we are living. BUT, giving the BCP a punitive wrapping was plainly not the only option available and, in my view, it undermined the BCP and its place in public life. Anglicans around the world have paid a heavy price for every aspect of the Establishment of the Church of England, and I believe that those beyond England ought to urge the Church of England to embrace disestablishment for its own sake and for the sake of its place in the Anglican Communion.

In closing, I want to offer a word of encouragement to PBS members. There is steadily escalating interest in the 400th anniversary of the King James Version of the Bible to be celebrated next year; and the first signs of interest in the 350th anniversary of the BCP the following year. These two occasions are too good to pass up for anyone commitment to highlighting the place of both in the nation’s cultural legacy. At St Mark’s, we have custody of a first edition of the King James (printed in 1611) and a collection of very old BCPs in a vast array of shapes and sizes. We are mounting exhibitions to mark both anniversaries and believe they will be crucial in renewing interest in two books that have left what I believe is a permanent and indelible mark upon this country. I would encourage the society to lend its support to any and every effort of this kind over the next two years as an investment in the future. A generation yet born will thank you for it.

*Professor Tom Frame is Director of St Mark’s National Theological Centre in Canberra.
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