
MORNING AND EVENING PRAYER: NOTES ON LEADING THE 
SERVICE
A good deal of what follows has to do with my own taste in these matters and so needs 
to be taken cum salis.  It would be better to understand what follows as a list of matters 
which require your attention and thought if the office is to run smoothly rather than as a 
book of rules.  There are two foundational questions, “What helps you worship?” and 
“What do you experience as calling you to a deeper participation and fuller 
understanding of your worship?”  

Postures in General: Standing, kneeling or sitting
     There is usually a lot of flexibility in matters of posture. (Generally more than in 
us.) There are some guidelines, but it is extraordinarily difficult to frame rules 
appropriate to all occasions and one is better off understanding the principles 
behind choosing a posture and acting on oneʼs own taste and good sense rather 
than inquiring about a rule. 

       But there is always one paramount rule: THE RUBRIC OF COMMON SENSE.  If 
it hurts, donʼt do it.  If it distracts you from worship, think at least twice. If it 
distracts others from their worship, donʼt do it unless itʼs putting out a fire or 
capturing a tiger escaped from the zoo.  Some distractions are necessary, most 
are thoughtless.  

     Some gestures require a bit of practice to do comfortably so donʼt give up too 
fast when trying something new.  Remember God wants intelligent devotion and 
not the uniformity of lockstep robots.  Heʼs quite capable of handling some people 
standing and some people kneeling and if he doesnʼt complain thereʼs no reason 
for you to feel uncomfortable.  Remember, heʼs the reason youʼre there; not your 
neighbors bodily contortions.

     Having cleared the air about that, here are some general guidelines.

     Standing is the posture of honor.  The old rule I was taught was that we stood to 
praise God.  While not exactly wrong, this is certainly inadequate. (Standing for the 
reading of the gospel in Holy Communion is an example.  Note that we sit for the 
reading of the Gospel during the Office of Morning Prayer.)  

     Kneeling is appropriate only for intercessory or penitential prayer.  The ancient 
church forbade all kneeling during Easter Season and the usual posture for the 
peopleʼs petitions in the Eucharist was standing rather than kneeling.

     Sitting is for listening to an extended discourse because it enable most of us to 
focus more successfully on whatʼs being said.    



Vestments: What Shall I Wear to the Party?
     Again, there a very few real rules.  Traditionally, a lay person leading the office 
would wear either a surplice and cassock or an alb with a belt or cincture.  Itʼs just 
as usual to wear street clothes, especially for somewhat informal services.  Of 
course, the sky can be the limit and for formal occasions the lay presider at 
Morning Prayer can wear an academic hood – assuming, of course, that he or she 
has earned one. It is traditional. He or she can also wear a cope, especially for 
processions.  At St. Hildaʼs it would be appropriate, should you ever install a brick 
in the labyrinth during Morning Prayer, for the presider to wear a cope while 
processing to and from the labyrinth.

    There is one other vestment usual during the praying of the office but there is 
considerable disagreement about its use which shows the tendency of the church 
to get caught up in trivia more than a concern for effective liturgy.  It is called the 
tippet.  It is a long black scarf worn over the shoulders in the manner of a stole 
and usually without any decoration whatsoever except, if one had graduated from 
a theological college, the coat of arms of the college on the end of the tippet.  It 
used to be said that the tippet was the badge of a priest presiding at the office as 
the stole was the badge of a priest presiding at a sacrament.  But as there is no 
function requiring priestly ordination during the office proper it seems needless to 
give ordained clergy distinguishing marks during a service in which their 
ordination is largely irrelevant. Most congregations know who they are. In addition, 
the tippet tended to be used to mark the preacher, if there was one, during the 
office and with the growth of lay persons licensed to preach it would seem 
reasonable to mark their function with an external sign.  At any rate, there is no 
prohibition of its use in the American Book of Common Prayer.   So go ahead and 
Iʼll never tell.

A Somewhat Jaundiced View of Giving Stage Directions during the Service

     Itʼs OK to give stage directions.  If people donʼt know their entrances and cues 
they will be rather uncomfortable.  And that discomfort does not, usually, 
contribute to actual worship.  Better to relive their anxiety.

     But, in a community which knows what to do continually giving stage directions 
can feel condescending.  Use common sense, if there are visitors in the 
congregation a service richer in directions may be appropriate as a matter of 
hospitality.  

     Too many stage directions can also break up the natural flow of a service.  And 
remember that a service is not a miscellaneous collection of devotional material.  
Each item in the service builds on its predecessor and points to its successor – 



except the stage directions, which donʼt point anywhere.  So stage directions may 
be like visits to the doctor, necessary to the well-functioning of the body, but to be 
used with moderation.

     So just do your best – itʼs a moving target.  If anything is uncomfortable in a 
service it ought to be our confrontation with God and not whether or not weʼre in 
the right place in the Book of Common Prayer.  

     

 

Hints on Reading the Service
    Remember, pace is everything.  The service should be read slowly enough for 
each and every word to be heard but rapidly enough for a sense of forward motion 
to be preserved.  We are, after all, going somewhere.  

     This can be helped by making sure words donʼt get slurred together. A bit of 
silence between each words permits fairly rapid reading to be intelligible. Paying 
attention to pauses also helps.  The old rule of a second of pause for a comma, two 
for a semi-colon and three for a period is not a bad one to work with.

    If reading lessons, at the very least check before hand to make sure the lesson 
isnʼt full of Hivites, Girgashites and Smyreaneans.  Also, encountering Merodach-
baladan and Mahershalalhashbazz without warning can be unnerving.  It is best of 
course, to have read the lesson several times before the service.  My suggestion 
is once silently for sense and meaning and then at least twice out loud for pace 
and to catch infelicities of phrasing.

     It would be immensely helpful if lay readers could meet once a month for 
reading and critiquing the reading of their assigned lessons.  Fifteen minutes 
before church ought to do it.

     In addition, reading can be helped by noticing the grammatical elements of a 
sentence.  To read according to the grammatical units provides a natural rhythm 
which will join the sound of the voice to the meaning of the words and is extremely 
helpful for congregational comprehension.  For instance, at the beginning of the 
Venite: 

Come, (followed by a short pause because of the comma) 

let us sing 

This is a single grammatical unit of subject, verb and object. It is, therefore, the 
core of the sentence, the carrier of the main idea and, therefore, a single unit to be 
read without pause but at a deliberate pace. 



to the Lord 

(Modifier unit of the above subject/verb/object unit so an infinitesimal pause 
between “sing” and “to”.

This awareness of grammatical units can be especially helpful when finding oneʼs 
way through the complexities and obscurities of Paul or the lush confusion of 
images in The Revelation.

Enough of preliminaries.  On to the service proper.

The opening of the service of Morning Prayer is very flexible.  This 
allows the officiant to set the tone and to some degree the emphasis of the 
service.

OPTION 1

Begin with one or more of the opening sentences, proceed to the confession 
and then to the versicle and response on page 42/80.  This option emphasizes 
penitence or the fact that this community needs to pay attention to the transition 
from the world to the worship of God.  This is a solemn, if not serious, opening.

OPTION 2

Begin with one or more of the opening sentences and proceed directly to the 
versicle and response on page 42/80.    Use this option when you wish to 
emphasize the theme of the season of the church year.  

 OPTION 3

Skip all opening material and begin directly with the versicle and response 
of page 42/80. Use this option when you desire a shorter or simpler service or 
when you wish to emphasize the praise aspect of the service.

The Opening Sentences
  Note that the divisions of the opening sentences according to the seasons of the 
church years are advisory, not compulsory.  Any sentence can be used at any 
time at the discretion of the officiant.  

The Confession pp.-42/79

     This is a place where it does not do to be in a hurry.  Give the congregation time 
to collect themselves, to recall at least one or two besetting sins that need 
attention, and then proceed.  The rubric permitting silence needs to be taken 



seriously.  The officiant must make a decision as to whether to use the longer or 
shorter invitation to confession.  I suggest the longer invitation at least during Lent 
and other penitential times.

The Versicle and Response P. 42/80

Officiant  Lord, open our lips.

People      And our mouth shall proclaim your praise.

     Everything preceding this is optional introductory material.  This is the first required 
statement in Morning Prayer.  So, a few things to watch for.  The word “mouth” is 
singular.  Do not allow the sloppy habit that I have heard of “mouths”.  It sacrifices good 
theology to mere biological fact and thereʼs enough of that in our world already.  The 
Christian community is speaking as one body in this worship, not as a diversity of 
voices.  Our act of worship unites us into a single entity, the body of Christ.

     The officiant should treat his part as a Vocative, as direct address.  After all, we are 
talking to someone here and ought to sound like it.  We are not reading a novel.  So 
observe the pause of the comma following “Lord”.  It helps the sense.

The Gloria patri p. 42/80

     This is the only Gloria patri in Morning Prayer to which an “Alleluia” is ever 
added.  In other words, where it doesnʼt say to add it, donʼt add it.  Again, observe 
the timing implied by the punctuation.

Antiphons p. 42-44/80-82

     An antiphon is a sentence used to bookend a recitation from the Psalter or 
perhaps at set intervals during the Psalm.  These antiphons are intended for use 
with the Invitatory Psalms and tend to tie them to the themes of the church year.  If 
the Psalter is going to be recited responsorially instructions are given on p. 582 
and rubric 3 on page 141.    In selecting antiphons for the recitation of the Psalter, 
as opposed to the Invitatory Psalms great freedom is allowed and an antiphon may 
be taken: 1. From the Psalms themselves (meaning the ones being read that day) 
2. From any of the opening sentences used with the office and 3. Other passages 
of scripture or the office canticles.  That covers the waterfront pretty liberally. 

    Note that the use of antiphons is optional.  If they are clumsy for any particular 
congregation they may be omitted.  There were no antiphons in Morning Prayer 
before the 1928 revision of the Book of Common Prayer.  They can be a wonderful 
enrichment.  Again, consider the over all shape desired for the service.  Full and 



solemn or simple and direct.

The invitatory Psalm  pp. 44-46/82-83

     Note the special invitatory for Easter Week, the Pascha nostrum/Christ our 
Passover.  Usage of this Invitatory is allowed through Pentecost and mandated 
during Easter week.  This pattern is one of a number of steps taken by the church 
to re-emphasize the Great Fifty Days of Easter Season as a distinct element in the 
churchʼs year.  Theologically, it is a statement about the relative importance of 
penance and redemption.  We spend 40 days in the self-discipline of Lent, but we 
spend 50 days celebrating the initiative of God for our salvation in the 
resurrection.  This statement of relative importance isnʼt made if the unity of the 
Great 50 Days remains liturgically unmarked.

Note that the Invitatory Psalm is divided into stanzas or paragraphs.  If the psalms 
are recited responsorially antiphons may be said or chanted at the stanza breaks 
as well as at the beginning and ending of the whole unit.  This more complex use of 
antiphons may be helpfully used to mark major Holy Days or seasons one wishes 
to emphasize such as Christmas or Easter.  I have seen a congregation use a 
pattern of no antiphons during Lent, antiphons before and after the Invitatory 
during ordinary time and Antiphons both before and after and at each stanza break 
during Easter and Christmas Seasons.  Many different patterns can work, what is 
needed is intentionality about the needs and nature of this particular congregation.

Note that the use of the Gloria patri is optional after the Invitatory.  One question is 
whether one wants a wave like rhythm in the service, in which case repetition is 
helpful; or does one want a sense of unimpeded movement to a climax.  If the 
latter, the use of one Gloria only, in its required position at the end of the whole 
Psalter, is indicated.  Does one want the service to be short, sharp and direct or 
does one want it to be rich, full and savory?  

The Psalter
     The Psalter is the one book of scripture from which we read at every service, be 
it the Eucharist or Morning Prayer.  Know the different ways of reciting the psalms 
described on page 582 in the Book of Common Prayer.  (Direct (Unison), 
Antiphonal, Responsorial, and Responsive)  A varied use of modes of recitation 
can help maintain interest.  All unison (for some incomprehensible reason called 
direct recitation in the BCP) or all responsive recitation can make Jack a dull boy.  
I notice that at St. Hildaʼs we always use either direct recitation or responsive 
recitation, but never antiphonal or responsorial.  Is there a reason for this?



     Either standing or sitting is appropriate.  It used to be that communities deriving 
their worship traditions from secular cathedrals stood and those deriving their 
traditions from monastic communities sat.  In the American church, such 
distinctions are irrelevant and other considerations such as comfort, the number 
of elderly people in the congregation and local custom are more important.  It is 
certainly appropriate for some to stand and some to sit.  

     () and [] denote material which may be omitted.  If you are reciting the psalms in 
sequence ignore these.

     If using Morning Prayer as the primary service on Sunday the Palms will be 
those listed in the three year Eucharistic lectionary.  If using Morning Prayer 
privately or for worship during the week, the two year Daily Office lectionary 
beginning on page 934 lists provides a list of psalms for use on every day of the 
year.  Note that the suggested Psalms for Morning Prayer are listed first, meaning 
on the left.  Those for Evening Prayer are on the right.  But switching is allowed at 
the discretion of the officiant and if the office is only recited once a day one can, 
but need not, use all the listed psalms, those for both morning and evening.  The 
Psalter is also divided into 30 sections allowing for a monthly recitation of the 
whole Psalter.  This is used in monastic communities, churches having a daily 
reading of the office and by those persons using the Psalter in private devotion.

     Note that the Gloria patri must be said at the conclusion of the whole recitation 
of the psalms and may be used at the completion of each separate Psalm and, in 
the case of longer Psalms such as 119 at the completion of each separate unit of 
the psalm.

     

Lessons and Canticles
     If Morning Prayer is the main Sunday Service it is appropriate to read three 
lessons and to follow the Eucharistic lectionary.  In other circumstances, either 
one, two or three lessons may be read.  Note that the reading of the gospel lesson 
is not restricted to clergy.

     Regarding citations of chapter and verse in announcing the readings: such 
things are allowed in Morning Prayer by the rubric.  I would discourage their use 
unless the congregation is in the habit of following the reading in pew Bibles.  
Beyond this utterly practical reason for their announcement they are not only 
superfluous but also misleading since chapter and verse divisions are not a part 
of the revealed text.  They are an aid to the rapid location of a quoted text and 
ought to be used as such.  

     Silence is optional after each reading and before the recitation of the canticle.  
The rhythmic alteration of silence and speaking is important in mature worship.  



Silence is the time of listening for God, of allowing his response to what we do in 
worship.  It preserves the possibility of divine surprise.  Worship is not just our 
own acts, but a dialog between God and ourselves.  Sometimes that dialog is 
spoken, God speaks to us through scripture, but sometimes the dialog is our 
silence into which God may come.  Sometimes it is our silence in which we come 
to recognize our true selves.  

     The traditional postures are sitting to listen to the lessons (the reader stands) 
and standing for the recitation of the canticle.

     In Morning Prayer there is a standard introduction to a lesson, including the 
Gospel Lesson, which should be used: “A Reading (or lesson) from 
______________.”  Do not allow parts of the Eucharistic announcement of the 
gospel to creep over into Morning Prayer.  The correct closing is either “The Word 
of the Lord” or “Here ends the reading (or lesson).”   When the lesson begins with 
a quotation but doesnʼt name the speaker one may start the reading by saying, 
“Peter (or Jesus or John or whoever) said . . .” 

     Lessons may be lengthened at the discretion of the Officiant.  They may not be 
abridged.

     The rubric on page 934 directs that when more than one lesson is read in 
Morning Prayer there will always be a lesson from the Old Testament.  The is an 
attempt to preserve a perspective on the faith that is full, and informed by the 
whole of scripture, by all the history of Godʼs dealing with his people.  We 
Christians tend either not to use or to misuse the Old Testament.  Taking steps to 
restore familiarity with it is a first step toward restoring it to its proper place in the 
formation of the life of the family of God. 

     The office lectionary is a two year lectionary with readings for both Morning and 
Evening Prayer for every day of the year.  To follow this lectionary faithfully in 
private devotion or as a guide to private reading means you will cover all the 
important parts of scripture in two years.  It is a way to organize private Bible 
reading and study without running the risk of bogging down as so frequently 
happens when people try to read the Bible from cover to cover.  Use the lectionary 
and skip the begatitudes.  One purpose behind this lectionary is precisely to 
provide an opportunity to all Godʼs people, and not just scholars, to gain a thorough 
knowledge of Godʼs word.  Which is exactly what happens if the lectionary is used 
faithfully.

     In many places, it is customary to use the sign of the cross at the beginning of 
those canticles taken from the gospel (Magnificat no. 3/15; Benedictus Dominus 
Deus no. 4/16 and the Nunc dimittis no. 5/17).

     At the discretion of the officiant a non-biblical reading may follow the biblical 
readings.  This is another opportunity to mark the distinctions of the churchʼs year.  



Many collections of non-biblical reading are available.

     A hymn may be sung in the place of one of the canticles under special 
circumstances.  The hymnal is rich in texts with references to specific days and 
seasons.

     The table on pages 144-145 gives suggestions for seasonally appropriate use 
of the canticles.

     Advent: The Song of Zechariah no. 4/16 

                      The Magnificat  no. 3/15  (Especially for the 4th Sunday of Advent)

                      The Song of Simeon  no. 5/17

                      The Third Song of Isaiah no. 11

 Lent:    A Song of Penitence no. 14

              The Song of the Redeemed no. 19 

Easter: You are God no. 21

     A Song to the lamb no. 18

     The Song of Moses no. 8  (This is the ancient set canticle for Easter Season.)

Epiphany: The Second Song of Isaiah no. 10. (The theme of the word proceeding 
from God

                    parallels the Epiphany theme of the mission of Jesus bringing Godʼs 
word to 

                    fruition.)

The Apostleʼs Creed
     The Apostleʼs Creed is included within the section of Morning Prayer titled The 
Lessons.  It is the summation of the work of the lessons; it is our statement of the 
nature of the God to whom we pray and to whom we offer praise.  It is recited 
standing by the whole congregation – as the response to scripture is a response 
of the whole body of Christ so the liturgical expression of that response needs to 
be by the whole body.  

The Sermon
     The rubric on page 142 states; “A sermon may be preached after the Office; or, 



within the Office, after the Readings or at the time of the Hymn or Anthem after the 
Collects.”  Sermons are optional in Morning Prayer.  Sometimes a simple reading 
about a saint of the day from Holy Women, Holy Men works well.  Sometimes 
material from an edition of Butlerʼs Lives of the Saints or the Penguin Dictionary of 
the Saints will do nicely.  When used privately, reading some devotional or 
theological literature in course (consecutively) can work well.

The Prayers
     We have listened and responded.  We are now (in theory!) prepared to offer our 
concerns and loves to and God we have heard, identified and with whom we have 
established a relationship.  

     We begin by establishing a community, but a community within the love of God.  
“The Lord be with you. And also with you.” defines a unity, a unity derived from the 
presence of God.  It is from this embeddedness in God that our prayer arises.  
Instead of an irrelevant throw-away, this simple little exchange is fundamental to 
everything that follows since prayer is the expression of a particular relationship 
and we must acknowledge our shared inclusion before we can pray with 
confidence in each other and in freedom.

   The Lordʼs Prayer follows.  As you all know, the Lordʼs Prayer comes at or close 
to the high point of all the Episcopal Churchʼs services of communal worship.  
Generations have meditated on its individual clauses. To recite it here joins our 
prayer to the life of Jesus and whatever misuse we make of the means of grace at 
least in saying this prayer with attention we are always in contact with the source 
of our faith, our hope and our love.

     It is self-evident that whether one selects the contemporary or traditional form 
of the prayer ought to depend on whether the rest of the service is in traditional or 
contemporary language.  The contemporary form, by the way, is an ecumenical 
creation, the shared product of collaboration between Roman Catholics, 
Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists, Presbyterians and a number of other 
groups I have forgotten.  We are bound to pray for additional and continuing efforts 
at such sharing.  

The Suffrages
Suffrages A and B have quite different foci and which one you select depends to 
what you want a particular service of Morning Prayer to do.  Suffrage A mirrors the 
contents of the Prayers of the People in the Eucharist.  Its sentences practically 
echo the topics listed for those prayers on p. 359.  In other words, it is concerned 



with the world and the divisions of the world.  It looks outward.  Suffrage B is more 
introspective.  It is appropriate when one is concerned about oneʼs local church or 
oneʼs diocese.  It fits with times of doubt, of self-examination.  It a more Lenten 
dialog that Suffrage A.

     The dialog form can feel awkward if you are reading the service by yourself.  
Nonetheless, I would encourage you to use them.  They are a powerful reminder 
that even when alone physically we are still members of a body and speak on 
behalf of a community and in union with them.  To take both parts in a Suffrage is a 
powerful reminder of this.  

    The rubric on page 98 instructs to say one or more of the following collects.  The 
first option offered is The Collect of the Day.  For mid-week services this is either 
the collect for a saintʼs day, if a particular saint is being celebrated that day, or it is 
the collect for the preceding Sunday.  The use of collects tends to focus prayer on 
one or two particular topics since it is the nature of the collect as a prayer form to 
ask for one thing at a time.  It is thus the opposite of a litany in which a series of 
things are asked.

     The selection of collects requires the consideration of the spiritual condition of 
the community sharing Morning Prayer.  We try to pray for what a particular 
community needs to pray for.  They are, properly used, a way of focusing the 
content of prayer on the condition of the local community without surrendering 
connection with the universal church.  The variety of collects offered allows for a 
connection to tradition while at the same time the spiritual and natural needs of a 
particular community are addressed.

     Following the collect, a great variety of ways to end the service are available.  

1. Use one of the three prayers for mission found on pages 57-58/100-101, 
followed by either or both The General Thanksgiving and A Prayer of St. 
Chrysostom.  The service is finished by one of the three closings provided 
on page 102.

2. One may recite the Great Litany beginning after the collect and finish with it.

3. You may end the service with the final collect.  A bit abrupt, perhaps, but 
quite legal.

4. You may move immediately from the prayer for mission to one of the three 
endings on page 102.

5. You may use a prayer for mission followed by The Supplication on page 
154-155. Feel free to modernize the language of The Supplication.  For some 



reason the revisers neglected to provide a contemporary language version, 
perhaps because they felt only old fashioned people would be using The 
Supplication anyway.

Note that the rubric on page 101 mentions authorized intercessions.  An 
authorized intercession is one specifically permitted by someone having the 
churchʼs legal authority to do so.  Usually this would be the General Convention 
for the whole Episcopal Church or oneʼs local bishop for a diocese.  Prayers 
and Thanksgivings, beginning on page 814 are authorized by their very 
presence in the Book of Common Prayer.  So are the various prayers given for 
use with the dying and on behalf of the dead and grieving.  Various supplements 
to the Book of Common Prayer have been published: Enriching Our Worship I 
containing material for use in Morning and Evening Prayer, the Great Litany and 
the Eucharist; Enriching Our Worship II, with much material for use with the 
sick and dying including a much needed service for use at the Burial of a Child.  
In addition there is material in Supplemental Liturgical Materials which tries to 
address issues of gender in our language of prayer.  Prayer Book Studies 18.  
There are a number of other resource that have been authorized. 

  There are other options for ending the service, but this gives you an idea of the 
variety of possible endings.

Note that there is a whole other set of instructions that come into play if Morning 
Prayer is ever used as the liturgy of the word during a Eucharist.  I have chosen 
not to touch this possibility since it doesnʼt impact lay led Morning Prayer 
Services.    


