
                     Morning Prayer

Introduction

This discussion of Morning Prayer comments on the different parts of 
the service in the order in which they appear in The Book of Common 
Prayer.  Therefore a number of items covered in the commentary, such as 
the opening sentences, may or may not be present in any actual celebration 
of Morning Prayer. A significant part of putting together an effective 
service of Morning Prayer depends on selecting what to use and what not to 
use from the options provided. In addition, not all of the possible variations 
of Morning Prayer receive attention.  In particular, a fair number of the 
canticles have received no commentary. In addition, I have not commented 
on the use of Morning Prayer as the liturgy of the word in the Eucharist.  

     My objective has been to comment on all the basic parts of the service 
and the different types of material in those parts.  This does not require 
commenting on all specific options available, only on the classes of options 
available.  

The assumption behind this commentary is that there are reasons for 
every part of the service and our worship is enhanced if we understand 
something about these reasons.  Reasons for parts of the service may be as 
protean as the wording of the liturgical text itself.  There may well be no 
one correct explanation for any given element in the service.  The question 
is, first, what is the contribution made to Christian life by each part of 
Morning Prayer and second, what is the understanding of God and the 
Christian life expressed by this liturgy as a whole.   

The Opening Sentences   Book of Common Prayer (p. 75-78)

      The history of the Opening Sentences has four stages, beginning with 
The Book of Common Prayer of 1552.  In that book opening sentences 
were used only as an introduction to the Confession which had been newly 
added at the beginning of the service.  All the sentences were, therefore, 
penitential and taken from lessons read during Lent in the medieval office 
or from the Penitential Psalms (Psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143). 

The 1549 Book of Common Prayer (the 1st of Thomas Cranmer’s 
two prayer books) had no Opening Sentences.  Neither did the medieval 



monastic services of upon which morning and Evening Prayer were 
modeled. Their presence is, I believe, symptomatic of the increasing 
tendency of the Reformation to connect liturgy and scripture.   

     The second stage begins with the American Book of Common Prayer of 
1789.  For the first time Opening Sentences of a general rather than only 
penitential nature were introduced.  The general sentences were Habakkuk. 
2:20, Malachi 1:11, and Psalm 19:4.  All three are still in use.

     The movement here is from sentences introductory to the confession to 
sentences introductory to the rite as a whole.  The result is to include the 
Confession more firmly within the rite, rather than continuing to see it as a 
prelude, which was originally the case.  Note that the American proposed 
book of 1786 included general Opening Sentences, but that book was not 
widely used and was never the church‘s official book.

     The third stage is marked by the Book of Common Prayer as revised in 
1892.  Two changes were then made to the Opening Sentences.  First, more 
sentences were added, in line with the purpose of this revision to provide 
more variety in the church’s worship.  Second, this revision marks the first 
use of sentences assigned to particular seasons of the church’s year.  In 
other words, the Sentences are no longer used only as a general introduction 
to the service, or as specific introduction to the Confession, but to tie the 
office as a whole to the cycle of the church’s year.  This revision saw the 
introduction of sentences assigned to Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Good 
Friday, Easter, Ascension, Whitsunday (now Pentecost) and Trinity.

     This movement toward seasonal sentences reflected the recovery of a 
sense of the Church Year which was happening toward the end of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th centuries. As the Reformation recovered scripture 
as central to worship the modern world has seen the recovery in Episcopal 
worship of the Church’s Year.

     The fourth stage, marked by a fine tuning of the seasonal and general 
Sentences, occurred in the 1979 Book of Common Prayer.  This fine tuning 
encompassed both additional sentences and an altered structure of the 
Church Year.  For instance, sentences were added for All Saints and other 
Major Saints’ Days.  This acknowledges the recovery of devotion to the 
saints as a part of our heritage and is an accommodation with the catholic 



wing of the Episcopal Church.  On the other hand, sentences for 
Thanksgiving Day, present in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer were 
dropped.  I suspect the reason for this was a desire that the church year 
conform to the two fold structure of reflecting the life of Jesus from Advent 
to Pentecost and the life of the church from Pentecost to Advent I.  As a 
national, and, therefore, as far as the Universal Church is concerned, strictly 
local holiday, the Thanksgiving Day sentences broke the pattern of 
concentrating either on the life of Christ itself or on that life as reflected in 
the Trinity and the lives of the saints.

     Alterations to the structure of the Church Year are numerous.  For 
instance, sentences are included for the whole of Holy Week and not just 
Good Friday, as had previously been the case.  Sentences for Ascension and 
Pentecost are included within the Easter Season section in line with a 
renewed emphasis on the Great Fifty Days of Easter Season as a single unit 
of Church experience. The title of this section says it all: Easter Season, 
including Ascension Day and the Day of Pentecost.  

     Any particular sentence under a seasonal heading may be more 
appropriate for one day or time in the season than another.  The assumption 
is that the leader of the service is knowledgeable enough to catch such 
nuances without prompting from The Book of Common Prayer rubrics.  
For example:

Advent: The sentence from Isaiah 40:5 is appropriate for Advent IV 
with the emphasis on Mary in its gospel reading.  The collect for that 
Sunday subtly reflects this with its mention of “a mansion prepared for 
himself” which is a possible reference to both our own bodies in which 
Christ comes to dwell and to the Church and its individual members which 
form the body of Christ.  It is, therefore, a reference to Mary as the first 
body in which Christ dwelt (and the one in which he dwelt most explicitly)

Epiphany: Isaiah 60:3 fits with Epiphany Day and its gospel reading 
about the star of Bethlehem and the kings.  (Note that there is no mention 
of the number of kings in the gospel text!)

Holy Week: Lamentations 1:12 fits well with Good Friday, but less 
well with Maundy Thursday.

Easter Season: Hebrews 9:24 fits with the themes of Ascension Day 
and Acts 1:18 with Pentecost.

     Once the idea of internal coherence, of an interplay between opening 
sentences and readings, is grasped, any number of other connections will 



occur to the alert liturgical planner.

PURPOSES OF THE OPENING SENTENCES

     All Opening Sentences but one are from the scriptures and scriptural 
citations are listed along with the sentences themselves in The Book of 
Common Prayer.  The exception is the traditional Easter Season Greeting, 
(Alleluia! Christ is risen.) which is also the only opening sentence which 
has a congregational response (The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia!).  
Therefore the Opening Sentences point to the close relation between 
Morning Prayer and scripture.  Scripture is directly quoted in the following 
parts of the service and, as is easily seen, they make up an appreciable 
percentage of the total: Opening Sentences, Invitatory Psalm, Psalms, 
Biblical Lessons, Canticles (There are two non-scriptural canticles, the 
“Glory be to God on High” (Gloria in excelsis) and  the “We praise 
thee” (Te Deum laudamus)  and even these are largely a tissue of scriptural 
quotations.), the Lord‘s Prayer and the frequent scriptural references and 
quotes spread through the collects and prayers.

     The Opening Sentences orient us to the scriptural nature of the service.  
In doing so they place us in relation to either the themes of the Biblical 
readings or the themes of a season of the Church Year.  Thus they serve as a 
marker or locator of the place of this particular community at this particular 
time in the Church Year and, therefore, in the growth of the spiritual life. 
Our prayer is to be prayer appropriate to the place and time in which the 
community finds itself.

     Scripture also prepares us for the final third of Morning Prayer, 
petitionary prayer.  (The first two elements of Morning Prayer are praise 
(the recitation of the Psalter) and instruction (the biblical readings).  
Hearing scripture read is one good way to sharpen our sense of the 
appropriate subjects for prayer.  What should we pray for?  Listening to 
scripture can give us some excellent hints.

     Scripture has at least two additional functions of importance in public 
worship:

First, it reminds us (educates us) as to the nature of the God to whom 
we pray.

Second, and closely related, scripture guides us into prayer 



appropriate to the one to whom we pray.  Not all prayers we make are 
equally worthy of him to whom we pray and refining our sense of 
appropriate prayer is a legitimate aim of the use of scripture in worship.

For example, the first sentence listed for Lent is a prayer for grace to 
recognize our condition (self-knowledge) and to offer that condition, 
whatever it is, to God.  See the Ash Wednesday collect for an expansion of 
this theme.  In the collect we pray for “new and contrite hearts” that is, for 
the capacity to recognize our true situation.  This also reminds us of the 
nature of the God to whom we pray (function of scripture one).  We pray to 
a God before whom we need to know ourselves because there is no possible 
hiding from him and no possible deception on our part. See also the Collect 
for Purity at the beginning of the Communion service - God “before whom 
all hearts are open and all desires known”.  But God’s knowledge of our 
true selves is knowledge aimed toward transformation not punishment.  It is 
dangerous to forget the distinction.  

     To pick another random example, in the All Saints Day sentence we ask 
that we be “worthy to share in the inheritance of the saints”.  The collect for 
the Day asks for grace to follow the Saints’ examples, that their 
participation in heaven might become ours.  Thus these scripture sentences 
educate us about and guide us into appropriate prayer.  We are to pray for 
that which is necessary for us if we are to follow the saint’s examples.

     Historically, I believe the Opening Sentences are an example of the 
Reformation’s increasing use not only of scripture in worship but of 
scripture as a means of giving shape and direction to worship.  We worship 
along lines laid down for us in the Bible.  The Opening Sentences shift the 
trajectory of worship within a framework of scripturally articulated themes.

INVITATION TO CONFESSION: Longer form. (p. 79)

     Let’s look at some practical, almost mechanical, matters that determine 
how Confession is to be used during Morning Prayer.   The key is that 
Confession is not required.  The service can begin with the versicle and 
response “V. Lord, open our lips. R. And our mouth shall proclaim your 
praise.” on page 80.  The question then becomes, for any community, 
whether the use of the confessional material is to be normative or 
extraordinary.  Does one want to use the confessional material to emphasize 
the flow of the church year, for instance using the Confession during Lent 



and maybe Advent? Is there a pastoral need in the congregation to be 
reminded of penitence?  Does the congregation benefit from a spare, bare-
bones style which imprints the basic shape of the service or would they 
benefit from a fuller and more complex presentation of worship?  Do the 
members of this particular congregation have a habit of self-examination 
and private confession or will the confession in the liturgy be the only one 
they experience?  Fortunately, in constructing worthwhile worship not all 
questions need immediate answers.  Liturgical planning is like wine 
making.  Given proper initial conditions ageing improves the product.  
Asking searching questions about why we do what we do in worship is a 
part of providing proper initial conditions.

     The longer introduction is intended for group use, not private prayer, 
although lightening will not strike if used privately.  If used privately the 
longer invitation creates either a profound sense of membership in the one 
body of Christ, the church, because even when physically alone we are not 
spiritually alone or it creates a feeling of unreality because when we are 
alone we have not “come together”.  If the latter, its use can feel unrealistic 
and that is not a helpful angle from which to approach confession.  

    The longer introduction contains one of the few instructions about 
posture in Episcopalian worship: “let us kneel in silence”.  Many people 
either cannot or should not kneel and it is important that they not feel their 
worship is somehow defective.  And yet posture is important in worship. 
We need to think carefully about it and what it means to us. What our 
bodies do is important to who we are and the fully formed prayer life 
considers the body an agent of Christian prayer as well as the mind.

     The Invitation establishes a context for Confession/Absolution.  We are 
addressed as “Dearly beloved” before we confess.  Being loved by God is 
not contingent on confession, but precedes it. It is precisely because we are 
loved that we are invited to confession.  Our relation with God is broken 
only from our side, not from his and the fact that his relation with us 
remains intact is both justification and motivation for confession on our 
part.

     Note that the Invitation lists the purposes for coming together in 
worship: “to set forth his praise (Psalms), to hear his holy Word (Scripture 
readings), and to ask . . . Those things that are necessary for our life and 
our salvation” (Petitionary prayers). Thus the Invitation provides us a 



structural summary of the service and Confession precedes our participation 
in the content of this summary.  Of these three listed purposes, no one can 
be separated from the other two.  The true purpose of public worship is to 
do all three in relation to each other.

     Therefore confession is not the purpose of the gathering, but is 
preparation for it.  As the Invitation itself says, “And so that we may 
prepare ourselves in heart and mind . . .”   The preparation is preparation 
specifically for the concrete prayer of this community today, whenever 
today is.  

     Now, on to some commentary on particular words and phrases.

     First, notice that our preparation for worship is to be of both heart and 
mind.  This acknowledges two great realms of human existence.  The heart 
is the realm not only of feelings but also of will, intention, care and choice.  
The mind is the realm of analysis, comprehension, insight, intuition, 
modeling and all aspects of reason.

     In short, confession is an activity of our intelligence.  To confess 
adequately we must think out our situation; we must analyze it.  Confession 
is also an activity of our wills.  Confession is incomplete until we have 
acted on the results of our self-examination.  Do not confuse this with 
solving the problems our actions have created.  Think of the role of will as 
one of responding to rather than solving of.  Love is expressed in situations 
which cannot be solved but only responded to and love is the witness of 
divine presence.  The expression of love is, therefore, not only the most 
desirable result of Confession, but, ultimately, the only legitimate one.

     Confession, at least confession completed, is also an activity of our 
feelings.  We care about what we discover in self-examination and seek to 
respond in love to our self-discoveries.  Confession separated from 
responsive action is a vain thing. 

“obedient hearts”  
     To me this means a heart ready to accept connection.  It does not mean 
the observance of a particular set of rules or a particular moral code but an 
attitude of willingness to discover our finitude and error.   An obedient 
heart is one willing to be in dialog.  The prime virtue required for penance 
is humility, the opposite of that arrogance which denies a need for penitence 



and, at the bottom of things, the importance of connection and dialog.  For 
the arrogant, the self is complete with itself.

     In the first sentence of the Invitation, note the relational words:

“Come together” -- The community forms
“Presence of God” -- The ultimate relates to the community
“Set forth” -- The community proclaims its identity in relation to the

                ultimate.
“Hear” -- The community learns what others truly are, including the

              otherness of God.  To hear is to know oneself as a
              neighbor. Hearing makes truly responsive relating possible.   
             

“Ask” -- The community seeks change in the light of all the above.

Notice the temporal sequence described by these verbs is the sequence 
of the process of worship in Morning Prayer.  Notice especially that the 
gathering of the community sets in motion two circular processes.  The 
gathering of the community is preceded by the presence of God, the 
community gathers in order to be in that presence.  It is not too much to say 
that the possibility of that presence calls the community into existence.  The 
community then responds to that presence by acknowledging its reality by 
means of praise.  This is the first circle: God calls the community into life, 
the community responds by acknowledging God.  We are given the gift of 
the community, the community acknowledges the giver of the gift.

The second circle begins with movement in the opposite direction.  
The community, by the hearing of scripture, signals its intent to relate to 
God.  There are plenty of other things they might be doing, but to hear as a 
community means an intention to relate as a community.  But to be heard 
also means to be revealed, for a relationship to be created.  Out of the 
hearing of what God has to say to us rises an asking for God to respond to 
us.  It is an asking based on scripture which witnesses to God’s desire for 
such a relationship.  Thus the service is centered on scripture which forms 
both the evidence of the divine nature which gives us the means of praise 
(the Psalms) and also the justification for asking for that which is 
“necessary for our life and our salvation.”  God calls us together (addresses 
us).  We call to God. 

     Thus the first sentence of the Invitation gives the purpose of and 



theoretical framework for Morning Prayer. The second sentence describes a 
preparation for participation in this double circular motion: First of being in 
and acknowledging God’s presence and, second, of hearing and asking. In 
the second sentence the key words are:

“prepare ourselves” -- One does not move from a focus on the world
                     to focus on God without some intentionality  
                     coming into play.

“silence” -- Silence is a chance to be addressed, and an
 acknowledgement that what is happening is not just our action
 and that we need to provide a space in which the other actor 
 might act.

“confess” -- To confess is simply a placing of our true selves, not an
 imaginary self, but our true selves, at the disposal of God.

     In summary, the Invitation is to remind us of that preparation which is 
necessary for true worship and to offer us the opportunity to engage in it.  
To go to worship unmasked, to be present as our true selves and not as false 
images, is the best of preparations for the expression and development of a 
relation between our true selves and God.

INVITATION TO CONFESSION: Short Form
     Book of Common Prayer p. 79

The emphasis in the short form is quite different than in the long.  In 
the short form the emphasis is on who we sin against, which was not 
specifically mentioned in the longer Invitation.  Therefore this sentence is 
strong on an understanding of sin as relational as contrasted to sin as 
disobedience to rules.

“against God and our neighbor”  
     Ultimately, all sin is against God because all sin defaces God’s intent for 
his creation.  But all sin is also against our neighbors as it lessens our 
capacity to express love into this world and that deprives our neighbor of an 
opportunity for deeper life.  Even if the self is the only victim of a sin, by 
lessening myself I deprive my neighbor.    We are not hermetically sealed 
away from each other.  The rise and fall of my inner life presents my 
neighbor with an enriched capacity to love or a lessened one.  Sin is the 
corrosion of relationships.  To lessen myself is to corrode my relationship 
with others – there is less to give away.  Therefore a sin whose effect is 



confined to the sinner is impossible.  Sin forms a single network that unites 
all humanity to death just as God’s love forms a net in which all humanity 
is caught for life.

Note that sins are against God and neighbor, not God or neighbor.  
The world of sin forms a single destructive whole and both God and 
neighbor are involved in every aspect my sinful existence.

THE CONFESSION OF SIN   Book of Common Prayer p. 79

Let’s take the Confession phrase by phrase.  

The first word, “most”, is not a throwaway.  God is more merciful 
than any other possible life center.  Of the available gods, this God of 
Christ is the most merciful.  Compare this idea with Collect 21 in which 
God’s almighty power is chiefly expressed in showing mercy and pity.  It is 
a wrench to our usual ways of understanding power to understand it in 
terms of the power of mercy, but that is precisely the shift of perspective 
the Confession demands of us.  

This mercy is an aspect of God’s identity.  It is not a characteristic 
God chooses to express or to withhold, it is not a pasted on characteristic, 
but a part of his core identity.  Mercy and pity are who God is, not what he 
occasionally chooses to be.  This has a terrible implication for our 
understanding of sin, for sin as a lessening of the capacity to love is not an 
attack on God’s rules or pronouncements, an attack on his external 
expression, but an attack on his heart, on his inner being, on his life.  Thus 
the cross, as the final revelation of God’s nature (as well as the meaning of 
redemption) begins to make sense.  

“We confess”
This particular confession is corporate as well as individual.  Just 

what “corporate confession” might mean we will look at later.  For now, a 
private confession does not take the place of this act of prayer since it 
would be focused on me and not on the complex network of relationships 
which form a community, for good or for evil.  The proper form of an 
individual as contrasted with a communal confession would be “I 
confess . . .”  See The Book of Common Prayer p. 447 and p. 450.  The 
fact that the pronoun shifts in the liturgy of private confession means we are 



bound to pay attention to the meaning of the plural in Morning Prayer and 
wrestle with it.

The corporate nature of this confession means it is focused on the sins 
in which we share as members of a body and in which the body participates 
as a human community.  It is therefore a more comprehensive confession, 
one more fully cognizant of the human situation, than a private confession 
could be.  To reduce this confession to an individual one is to maim the 
Prayer Book’s recognition of the complexity of the human situation before 
God.  We are both isolated and we are interconnected and in both 
conditions our relation with 
God is impaired. 

Although private confession can acknowledge sin committed 
corporately, there is a more complete acknowledgement and expression of 
the human condition in a corporate “we”.  Therefore the liturgical 
confession during Morning Prayer is not a weak kneed replacement for 
private confession, but addresses a different aspect of human sinfulness.

“We have sinned” 
 The whole body of the church has sinned as well as I, alone.  In 

Morning Prayer one is not engaged in colloquy (Prayer as a private 
conversation with God.). One is using a form of prayer belonging to the 
church as a corporate entity and is, therefore, acting as a minister 
representative of the whole body.  This is true even when one is physically 
alone when reciting the office.  Therefore the “we” makes sense and one 
person, even when alone, can legitimately say the confession as “we” and 
confess the sins of the body when using forms of prayer belonging to and 
representative of the body.

“Against you”
All sin is primarily an act isolating from God, a refusal of connection 

or a weakening of connection between the self and God. To sin against a 
fellow Christian is to strike the body of Christ.  To sin against a non-
Christian is to sin against a fellow human for whom Christ died.  To sin 
against the natural world is to deface the creation God loves and to negate 
God’s original act of making.  Therefore sin may be focused against 
another person or aspect of the natural world, but is always at its root 
primarily against God.  So we confess to God as the primary offended party 
and we practice that aspect of reconciliation called restoration in relation to 



humans and the creation.  By practicing restoration to the creation we also 
restore to the creator.  To repair a relation in the world is to repair a tear in 
God’s heart which holds the creation in love.

“thought, word and deed”
“Thought” implies the inner life, “word” implies life relational 

between inner life and exterior world and “deed” implies action in the 
exterior world.  In our deeds we are capable of presenting others with a fait 
accompli.  In other words, deeds are either gifts or coercions.  The fact that 
they are presented to others as completed and finished makes them a potent 
field for sin as every deed is essentially self-centered.  It originates in the 
self and expressed the self outwardly.

     Thus we confess to far more than disobedience to a code.  Our very 
condition as individual human beings predisposes us to fractured 
relationships, to narcissistic perspectives and, therefore, to thought, words 
and deeds injurious to the fabric of God’s creation and moving counter to 
the flow of his love toward the realization of the kingdom.  We confess the 
impact of this condition on all thoughts, words and deeds, not just on some 
of them.

“What we have done”
“What we have left undone”

This acknowledges silence as a potentially sinful condition.  What we 
have done applies to thought, word and deed.  What we have left undone 
does also.  The positive action of thinking, speaking and doing needs to be 
balanced by the consideration of the destructive power inherent is not 
thinking, not speaking and not doing.  There is no complete picture of 
human brokenness without both.

     In the realm of not thinking, the story of Lazarus and the rich man 
(Luke 16:19-31) is a good example.  The rich man omitted the step of 
thinking about the situation on his doorstep.  He shows no sign of a 
deliberate rejection of Lazarus, which would require thought.  Instead he is 
unaware of his existence as a potential object for response.  There is no 
place for Lazarus in the relational world of the rich man, either acceptance 
or rejection.  
     
     In the realm of speech, we do not share the inner life appropriately and 



are silent about our loves.  Love needs to be fed by symbolization.  The 
“enwording” of love strengthens it. The “unwording” of love weakens it.  
And to weaken love is to sin.  This is more than simply telling people 
whom we love that we love them.  It is love as the motive behind all our 
communication.  If we speak with any other motivation we fall short of 
reflecting the glory of God into the world. If we are silent without the 
motivation of love we fall equally short.  And both are sin. 

     In the realm of deed the undone is the realm of sloth.  It is more than 
mere laziness; it is declining to relate through the world of actions. Sloth is 
the refusal to pass on the gift of love to others.  In practical terms it is 
important not to confuse sloth with limitation.  Sloth is a lack of action 
when action is possible, sometimes using the excuse that because I cannot 
do everything that needs doing I need not do anything. The Christian life is 
a life centered on response, not on problem solving.  We need not solve.  
But we must always care.  

     When solving presents itself as an aspect of caring we may safely 
attempt it.  But remember, always remember, that the world of caring is 
immensely greater than the world of solving.  

     Thus the undone of our lives resides in the three realms of our self-
expression: thought, word and deed.  

“We have not loved you with our whole heart”
The “we” is the congregation and, by extension, the whole of the 

body of Christ, not only the body here and now but the body in all times 
and places.  That “heart” is grammatically singular points toward its 
description of an ontological unity.  It means we are, here, talking of the 
body of Christ as a unity, the church. It is the heart of the church, of which 
we are all “members incorporate” that has not loved God completely.  It is 
the one heart of the body of Christ that has failed in love and we are all 
intimately involved in its failure.  It is our imperfection as a community we 
are confessing.  Our healing is not only individual and private, but it is a 
healing of each as each is a part of the whole, the body of Christ, the 
church.

“We have not loved our neighbors as ourselves”
Again, it is the church which has failed to care for the world.  I do 

not mean we haven’t, now and again, tried.  But the church exists in the 



wilderness with Christ and the temptation is always with us to care more 
about the church’s success, about its survival, about its reputation than we 
have cared about that world Christ died to save.  (Christ’s temptations in the 
wilderness are temptations to prove himself rather than care for others. 
These temptations are constantly reflected in the experience of Christ’s 
body.  The wilderness lasts while the world lasts, and the temptations which 
come to the church in the wilderness are always those which came to the 
church’s lord.)  

     Now, as church, to care about the world we must take care of the church 
so that it works efficiently.  A dull knife doesn’t cut and a dull church is an 
inefficient lover of the world.  But we should not confuse the tool with the 
end the tool was created to serve.  

 The danger is that we try to justify the church rather than love it in 
order that it serve as an instrument of love.  Any time we find ourselves 
thinking: the church is all right because . . . we are in danger and it is time 
to examine our motives.  The church is never “all right because . . .” It is 
always both a means of loving and touched with sin in all its parts and acts.  
All of us exist simultaneously in both realms.

This is why one doesn’t need an extensive laundry list of particular 
sins to make this confession - an awareness of one’s besetting sins that 
impact the community’s effectiveness in love is enough.  In other words, 
what are our personal trajectories that move against the community’s 
expression of love?  For instance, using the church to satisfy our own needs 
for recognition or honor, or, conversely, hiding our abilities so the church 
cannot use them in loving service.  Another would be that self-centeredness 
which does not recognize another’s excellence and which, therefore, 
deprives the church of the services of the unrecognized. (A temptation 
particular to all sorts of leaders.)

  Now there is an interplay between the realms of the communal and 
the individual.  What one must avoid like the Black Death when working 
with the idea of communal sin is the confession of other people’s sins.  The 
sin of the community one feels as theirs, but not mine, is an improper 
subject for confession.  It is simply tattling to God and he doesn’t need the 
information.  It also points, usually, to an incomplete and inadequate 
analysis of one’s own situation.  How am I involved in the sins of the whole 
body?  If we are truly looking at a sin of the body of Christ there is always 



a way I am involved.  Find it!

“We are truly sorry and humbly repent”
“Sorrow” and “repentance” are not appositives.  In technical terms 

sorrow is contrition, and contrition is one stage in the process of 
forgiveness/reconciliation, not the whole ball of wax.  Contrition is the 
sense that something is wrong, but it is a differentiated sense: first, an 
awareness that something is wrong; second an awareness that I am involved 
deeply and personally in this wrong and, third, a sense of deep regret for 
that involvement.

It is quite possible to recognize an action or thought as evil and to 
embrace it with no regret. It is romantic nonsense and spiritually dangerous 
to believe that I will regret my sin as soon as I’m aware of it as sin.  Evil is 
far more deeply embedded in us than that.  We defend ourselves against 
repentance not only by a habitual sloth that fails to recognize sin as such but 
also by the tendency to feel that our sin ought to be an exception - that it 
really isn’t all that bad or that since we are the center we can do as we 
please or any one of a number of other subtle excuses.  Part of the 
education of the Christian soul is the development of habitual sorrow for 
our participation in sin, a refusal to cave in to the self-deception that we are 
ever strangers to it.   

“Repent” 
First, sorrow for the injury one has done to others and oneself, but 

the sorrow needs to be carefully understood.  A self-centered sorrow for sin 
is a denial of love, it is arrogance about one’s own condition.  Sin is not 
particularly important in itself, but becomes important as an obstacle to love 
- so one needs to regret the loss to another more than the danger to oneself. 
The only true antidote for sin is the first faint stirring of love substituted for 
it.  Hidden and frail and uncertain it may be - and frequently is at the 
beginning - but there is no substitute for the changed direction, trajectory 
that the stirring of love implies. 

     Repentance is the change of direction in act that contrition points to in 
the inner world of feeling.  Just as sin involves thought, word and deed, so 
does repentance take place on all three levels.  Contrition in the world of 
inner life, verbal confession in the realm of the word and restitution, change 
of direction in the realm of deed.  So repentance is the change of the whole 
person - not only the will or the feelings.  Repentance is a whole person 



activity, and in it feeling, willing and acting have all to face God because 
we are not loved as separated feelings, willful positions taken or acts done, 
but we are loved as the unity of all.  It is in that unity that our relation with 
God must be repaired and restored.

“for the sake of your son” 
This has at least two aspects.  First, for the sake of the image of 

Christ present - at least implicitly - in all creation.  That is, forgiveness 
enables the realization of the image of Christ in oneself and in others.  That 
realization is blocked by unforgiven sin.  But the image of Christ in us is 
not confined to a metaphor, but is a description of objective and factual 
reality.  To be forgiven is to allow us to grow into the body of Christ.

Second, forgiveness is for the sake of Christ in order that Christ may 
continue that work he has been doing through all the ages of objectively 
reconciling us to God.  Part of that reconciliation is the growth in us of a 
more complete participation in him.  One might summarize this by saying 
“Maranatha, come Lord Jesus into my inner life, into my expression of 
inner life into the world and in my presence and actions in the world.  
Come to me in all the ways I exist, not just one.”

“have mercy and forgive”
This is the actual request that our relationship with God continue 

despite our turning away from it.  Forgiveness is a continued relation, one 
not based on rejection or judgment but on hope, on possible growth, on the 
renewed expression of the gifts the Spirit has given us, on reacceptance into 
brotherhood/sisterhood with the image of Christ in us that is our true self. 

     You see, sin also breaks our relationship with our true selves, with the 
image of Christ we are growing into, so forgiveness is between the true self, 
the image of Christ in us, and our acted, spoken, historical selves. 

“delight in your will”
To delight in God’s will requires at least a dim knowledge of God’s 

intention for us.  (We frequently have no more than a dim knowledge, but 
even a dim knowledge is enough for delight to grow in us.)   To change 
effectively we need to know something of both where we are going and to 
have a map of at least a part of the way there.  It is the role of images such 
as the messianic banquet, the kingdom of God, the heavenly city, the holy 
mountain on which there is no hurt or destruction to provide such a map.  



These images point to the goal which cannot be expressed in precise 
language.  To take them seriously provides a grounding for delight.

But there are times when goals are dim.  Then we must move by 
delighting in the path, in the journey toward, in “walking in your ways“.  
Pilgrim does not catch a glimpse of the Heavenly City until a good part of 
his journey from the City of Destruction to Mount Zion has already taken 
place.  Therefore, as with all the rest, we also ask to “walk in your ways” 
because there are times when delight in the end is hidden from us.  (John 
Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress)

The balanced spiritual life needs both the way and the goal.  To be 
restored to relation by and to God in forgiveness means a renewal of both 
our delight in the path we walk toward the goal and the delight of the goal 
itself.  Forgiveness is the restoration of participation in both the goal and 
the path toward the goal.

“to the glory of your name”
So that the healing of God may be perceptibly expressed in the 

world, expressed first in us by means of our own healing and then expressed 
through us by means of our sharing of Christ’s love into the world by virtue 
of his likeness growing in us.

Absolution   Book of Common Prayer p. 80

The verbs in the absolution, “have mercy”, “forgive”, “strengthen”, 
and “keep”, describe the elements of a process or cycle tending toward a 
culmination in unrestricted life with God.

The healing of the human condition begins with God’s act.  While 
mercy is characteristic of God’s being, it has no reality in its relation to 
creation until exercised in concrete/particular situations.  It is always 
legitimate to acknowledge and pray for such particular action since our 
prayer places us in the action in a self-conscious way.  To do so, to 
acknowledge God’s mercy present in a concrete situation, strengthens our 
ability to receive what God does and therefore God’s ability to act on our 
behalf and on the behalf of those for whom we pray.

It is this relation -- and the ability on our part to receive God’s action 
-- which is the first object of the practical Christian life to preserve.  



To be able to receive mercy is foundational -- and the foundation of 
the foundation is to acknowledge that God offers mercy, and to ask for 
it.

“Forgive”
First, the petition does not ask that some sins be forgiven, or only the 

sins we confess, but that all our sins be forgiven.  Each act of forgiveness 
on God’s part is total since he cannot hold back or reserve his mercy.  It is 
who he is.  

But we are creatures who live by fragments and in fragmentation.  
What God offers wholly we can accept only in part and piecemeal.  Our 
struggle to name and know our sin is a struggle to know and accept the 
extent of God’s already promised and given mercy.  The measuring rod of 
sin is the distance between the Kingdom of God and where we are now.  To 
know our sin is not to know how evil we are, but how short of the divine 
love we are.  To love God draws us away from our sin much more 
effectively than striving for virtue.

Second, forgiveness is “through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  In particular 
it is through his divine humanity which creates an open door between earth 
and heaven.  The church, while it asserts that sin is forgiven through Jesus 
Christ, does not impose a particular understanding of how this happens 
beyond an insistence on the hypostatic union (the union of a complete 
humanity and a full divinity in the one reality of Jesus without injury to 
either element) and Jesus as the mediating agent between divinity and 
humanity.

     Note that forgiveness is “through our Lord Jesus Christ” and not through 
our understanding of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Thus it is the actual relation 
which carries forgiveness, not the dogmatic (in the technical sense of the 
word) understanding of it.  To put it more simply, we are forgiven not 
because we say or even understand or even believe the propositions of the 
creeds but because at some level, conscious or unconscious, we respond to 
Christ and live our lives outward from that center.  “And God fulfills 
himself in many ways, lest one good custom should corrupt the 
world.’ (Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Passing of Arthur.)  Thus the actual 
relationship which is the embodiment of forgiveness can occur at many 
levels in many ways which the church attempts to summarize in its worship 



and creeds but which is in no way exhaustively captured by them.

Thus the first pair of verbs in the Absolution (have mercy and 
forgive) address the repair of our impaired relations.  The second pair of 
verbs (strengthen and keep) address the maintenance of those repaired 
relations.  The first pair deals with the salvation of the past; the second pair 
with perseverance in the present and into the future.

“Strengthen in all goodness”  
Compare this notion with the petition in the Collect for Proper 23 

(Book of Common Prayer p. 234).  This prayer asks that we may be 
“continually given to good works”.  The collect emphasizes specific and 
unique actions; the Absolution emphasizes the capacity to perform such 
specific and unique actions.

It is even better to do good than to avoid evil.  The latter involves a 
constant battle, but the former lessens the need for battle.  Yet we need help 
in performing our acts of goodness no less than in seeking forgiveness.  The 
“all” in the phrase “all goodness” is important.  It points towards goodness 
becoming an habitual orientation of our lives -- which makes it much more 
than an occasional deed.  We are asking for a strengthened sense of 
direction, a clearer trajectory, and a more deeply ingrained habit.

“Keep us in eternal life”
This is nothing less than a prayer to God the Holy Spirit that we 

remain not only in contact with him but also that the image of Christ in us 
constantly becomes the center of all the reality we encounter.  To be in 
eternal life is to be imperial, to be enlarging the borders of Christ in us and 
the borders of Christ through us in the world.  To be in eternal life is to live 
out of our relation with God.  Everything else in life is to proceed from that 
relationship.  To live in eternal life is the best deliverance from evil, for 
where God is and where our relationship with him is sought, realized and 
active there is no room for the self-centeredness that is the root of evil.  
That is why we pray for being kept in eternal life as the culmination of our 
seeking forgiveness and restoration.  Not to be led into temptation, to be 
delivered from evil, is to have God at the center, not the means of knowing 
him, not our service to him, not our successes and failures in his programs, 
not our obedience or disobedience, not our experience of him or lack of 
experience, but just only God himself.



The Service of Morning Prayer: Opening Versicle and Response
     Book of Common Prayer p. 80

“Lord, open our lips”
This is taken from a version of Psalm 51 modified to fit the 

circumstances of worship.  

Worship originates with God.  He has, first, before we can worship, 
to offer himself to us.  With our acceptance of the gift comes our capacity 
to respond and our response is worship. Liturgical worship is therefore, an 
act of trust.  We trust that God is seeking us even when we don’t feel 
sought, when we don’t have time for it, when we’re unaware of him 
seeking.  So a sense of duty about regular communal worship doesn’t just 
spring from a need for obedience or a sense of the importance of the law.  
It is an exercise in the trusting acceptance of God’s presence in preference 
to our own inner conditions.  Therefore, whether with others or alone, 
when we pray the Church’s prayer, it is God who opens our lips and enables 
our prayer.

“And our mouth shall proclaim your praise”
Our first and foundational response to God seeking us is praise, 

which is the statement of what God has done and who God is.  It is the 
affirmation of a calling, seeking God.  Petition takes place in the shadow of 
praise since what we ask for needs to be compatible with who God is.  This 
is a statement of what comes first, both logically and devotionally.  
Compare this with the structure of many collects in which the condition of 
God is mentioned first and only after God has been acknowledged for who 
and what he is do we name our own need.  It is still the church speaking 
here as a corporate body.

     Notice that “mouth” is singular, just as “heart” is in the Confession.  It is 
still the church speaking here, as one corporate reality even if locally 
represented by a single being.

     This opening versicle and response does at least two things:

First, it acknowledges and creates a human community.  This is why 
it is in the form of a little dialog. The address and response form is 
inherently communal. The request and response form is no accident or 
ornament of our worship, but an aspect of its central nature.  This dialog is 



appropriate even when praying the office alone, as even alone one prays on 
behalf of the church, as an agent of the church and in union with the 
church.  Even when physically alone we are in community and this opening 
acknowledges it.  Even when praying the office privately, I suggest you use 
the versicle and response, taking a minute to meditate on the communal 
nature of your prayer.

Second, it acknowledges and creates a proper relationship with God.  
In this service we are not, primarily, trying to reach God, but we are 
acknowledging God’s reaching for us.  That is why we begin with an 
address to God, “Open (addressed to God) our lips.”  We respond to this 
prayer (demand?) with a description of our own condition if and when God 
responds: “and our mouths shall . . .” Thus this little dialog begins our 
worship with the initiative of God and proceeds to the human response.  
And that is the Christian life: the acknowledgement of the initiative of God, 
followed by the human attempt to respond.

Antiphons for the Invitatory Psalms  Book of Common Prayer p. 80-82.

Structure:  The antiphons come in two basic clumps: 1) Those which relate 
to some event of the church’s year and 2) those for “Other Sundays and 
Weekdays”.

Theology:  All the antiphons are united by a common refrain “Come let us 
adore him”.  The first line of all seasonal antiphons states a specific reason 
for adoration growing from God’s action celebrated during this particular 
season or day of the church’s year.  In a larger sense, they give us a 
snapshot of the relation between God and the passing of time.  Thus they 
are appropriate for a service dedicated to the sanctification of time: they 
celebrate time by pointing out specific ways our Lord is remembered as 
present in each section of passing time so that we grow into an awareness of 
him at all times.  This awareness is variegated, not static. 

     In eternity, all reasons to be thankful to God are constantly expressed, 
that is, in heavenly worship praise is a single, comprehensive, constantly 
present whole.  In our world of time worship considers themes of 
thanksgiving cyclically, in a repeating sequence.  That the sequence is 
repeated year after year points us toward eternity as the culmination of the 
sequence.  That we do one thing at a time in the church’s year sequence 
grounds us in our world of time.  Thus the structure of the church’s year 



and of eternity stretch toward each other.    

In all the antiphons except “Worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness.” the first element, the action of God, is emphasized, not the 
human response, the “Come let us adore him.”  Even in the antiphon for 
Saints Days it is Christ’s presence in the saints -- which unifies all the 
diversity of our holiness, our attempts to live our vocations, our pale 
attempts to reflect the divine glory into the world -- that is celebrated, not 
the deeds of saints in heroic isolation and individualized achievement.

Details:
Note that there is an antiphon for the time from Ascension Day to 

Pentecost.  Is this a remnant of the suppressed Season of Ascensiontide?  
The season was suppressed during the last revision of the Book of Common 
Prayer because it broke the unity of the Great Fifty Days of Easter.  Since 
the restoration of the primacy of The Great Fifty Days was one of the goals 
of the last revision, Ascensiontide was suppressed, except, perhaps, for this 
curious remnant.

 However, note that the antiphons for Easter Season all begin with an 
“Alleluia”.  (The status of Pentecost is ambiguous. Not only is it the first 
day of Pentecost Season it is also the last Day of Easter Season.  Pentecost 
is the means by which the reality and meaning of Easter are carried into the 
world, into all times and places.)  Note also that the “Alleluia” is optional 
with Antiphons for Feasts of the Incarnation and those for All Saints and 
Major Holy Days, but only when these days occur during Easter Season 
(which, of course, many of them never do.)  This emphasizes their unity as 
all having to do with a single, special time, the Great Fifty Days.  The 
Alleluia is used with no other Morning Prayer Antiphons except that for the 
Twelve Days of Christmas.

“Feasts of the Incarnation” I do not know where there is an official 
list of the Feasts of the Incarnation.  It is not in the Calendar of the Book of 
Common Prayer under this title.  

Advent - In presenting this Antiphon, make sure that the double 
implications are understood.  The antiphon has a double reference: 1st to 
the drawing near of Jesus in physical birth into the historical process and 
2nd to his drawing near as judge at its end.  This double reference is hinted 



in the Antiphon itself by giving Christ two titles: King and Savior.  King 
references his Lordship in the world of time, savior hints at his surpassing 
of time.  

     The Season of Advent celebrates not only the birth of the King and 
Savior but also the beginning of the whole cycle of the church year which 
points, in its beginning, to its ending; to the beginning and ending of the 
whole of time, which is the realm of God’s saving action.  Ending and 
beginning are both present in Advent and we are reminded of the ultimate 
unity of all the distinctions presented during the church year.

     Lent - Note that the emphasis is on compassion and mercy, not on 
confession and self-examination.  Let’s put first things first.  Our ability to 
confess meaningfully is dependent on an assurance of divine mercy and 
compassion.  If we do not believe thoroughly in mercy, confession is either 
in vain, or a neurotic/addictive attempt to define the self in contrast with 
God and therefore preserve its identity in the face of a deity whom we 
suspect really doesn’t care.  The house of self-examination and confession is 
built on the rock of compassion and mercy.  

     In the antiphons for use On other Sundays and Weekdays the second, 
“Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness” is somewhat different from 
other antiphons.  First, it begins with the human response to God, not with 
God’s initiative.  Second, it is a command or an instruction, not a statement 
of fact as the other antiphons are.  

     There is, however, an internal structure to the three antiphons included 
in “On other Sundays and Weekdays” which goes far towards explaining 
this apparent break in the antiphon structural pattern. The first antiphon 
celebrates creation, the second our response to creation and the third God’s 
acceptance of the finitude of our response to creation.  So each antiphon 
grows from the one preceding.  First, the condition: creation.  Second, our 
response to that condition of creation: worship.  Then God’s action in 
acceptance of the finitude and inadequacy of our response: mercy. 

A Comment on the Use of Antiphons
It is important, if antiphons are used at all, that they be used in a 

natural way that doesn’t create an hiccupy sense of movement in the liturgy.  
If the congregation experiences the antiphon as a puzzle or a distraction it 
will not be experienced as joined to the Invitatory Song.  Yet the antiphons 



are supposed to help the worshipper reflect on the Invitatory. The rubrics 
state no mode in which the antiphons must be used.  If they are to be used 
at all, any congregation in which they are not already standard should take 
some time to instruct its members in their use and give them a chance to 
practice.  

The Invitatory and Psalter
Jubilate (Palm 100)   Book of Common Prayer p. 82-83

     An ‘invitatory” is simply an invitation to prayer.  One of the most 
famous and ancient is the words traditionally said before the recitation of 
the Lord’s Prayer in the Eucharist: “As our Savior Christ has taught us, we 
now pray.” When thinking about the invitatory Psalm in Morning Prayer 
consider it both as invitation and as an act of hospitality.

     The function of the Invitatory is to invite us to worship.  No, that’s too 
mild.  It is to present compelling reasons for worship.  But to be presented 
with a compelling reason is also to be reassured: What we are about to do is 
the right and proper thing for Christians to do.  Our action in this service is 
authorized: God is neither distant (We come before his presence), nor 
disinterested (for the Lord has made us and we are his), nor hostile (his 
mercy is everlasting), nor amoral (For the Lord is good).   A rational 
response to an available, involved, favorable and just God is worship. 

     Stanza One
          The Jubilate opens with a triple imperative: 1) Be joyful, 2) Serve 
the Lord and 3) Approach God in self-conscious worship (Come before his 
presence).  In one sense the order of these injunctions seems a reverse of 
their order in experience.  We usually think of approaching God in worship 
as preceding serving and the experience of joy.  But if we understand the 
sequence as moving from the most extensive to the most particular the 
current sequence makes sense.  Being joyful in the Lord (especially if we 
understand it as applying to all lands) is a universal condition.  His service 
is the means toward this end and to come before him in song is the content 
of the means, the specific action of serving.  There is power is stating the 
goal first and moving toward the present action, asking for the achievement 
of the goal, as the last element of the series.  It ties the worship taking place 
today into its cosmic goal.



     Thus the Jubilate instructs us in an attitude, an approach to worship.  It 
describes an ideal for worship, what the normative pattern and goal for our 
worship is.  Thus not only is the ideal described for us, but in describing the 
ideal a bar or standard is created for us.

     It is clear that the Psalm concerns worship: to “come before his 
presence” can hardly refer to anything else than the church’s attempt to 
communally, by means of word and symbol, restore and strengthen God’s 
relation with us and ours with him.  

     Another way to approach the Jubilate is to consider the stance implied 
for us by the three verbs of the first stanza: to be joyful, to serve, and to 
come before.  To be joyful is the stance of our inner and affective lives.  To 
serve is the stance of action, of expression toward the outside since true 
service begins with an acknowledgement of another than ourselves.  To be 
present is the stance of receptiveness and perseverance.  In being in God’s 
presence we are positioned to receive grace, to intend to come into that 
presence is to recognize our constant need for that grace and to persevere in 
seeking it. 

     All moments of time are, for the Christian, made up of these three 
elements: inner life, outer expression and the communication between them.  
To bring all three under the aegis of God is one purpose of worship.  Not 
our inner life alone, not our actions in the world alone, not the connection 
between them alone, but all three together are the realm of relation with 
God to be formed in worship.  Taken together these three elements form a 
description of the Christian attitude toward the passing of all moments of 
time. 

     In Morning Prayer all elements of time are bound together and pointed 
toward eternity.

     In all moments of time the Christian is joyful at the reception of grace, 
strives to express grace received into the world and perseveres in seeking 
grace for the next moment.

      Joy, received by the inner life, is expressed in serving and is created in 
the inner life by coming before God.  Thus the three verbs indicate a cycle 
or even a network of movement – from joy to service to the presence of 
God to joy again.  But the network can flow in different directions and 



begin with different elements.  Coming before God can create joy which 
strengthens service, expressed as prayer; prayer can lead one before God, 
joy in service can lead one to seek joy in worship.  The movement among 
the three verbs is not the following of a rigid pathway moving in one 
direction only, but of a network enabling movement in any direction from 
element to element.

     Thus the first stanza positions, in relation to God, our inner selves, our 
outer expression and our experience of time.

     It is not only Christian communities who are to do this.  The Psalm 
operates on the level of God’s universal intention.  All lands are to worship, 
not just the ones which presently do.  In an immediate and practical way, 
when we say Morning Prayer, as when we celebrate Eucharist, we do so on 
behalf of the whole world, not just the Christian world and certainly not for 
anything as self-centered as a concern only with our own intimate Christian 
community.  The church’s worship is always on behalf of the church’s 
legitimate concern, and that concern is the cosmos, the universe.

     (As a side notion, I would suggest this verse contains the germ of a 
theory of evangelism.  Evangelism is to enable joy, service and the presence 
of God by and in others, and especially in other lands, whether those lands 
are beyond our political borders, beyond our cultural borders, our class or 
economic borders, beyond our community borders or beyond the border 
and boundary of our own skin.  Evangelism is our witness to that which is 
beyond ourselves, in all ways of being beyond, concerning joy in God, 
service to God and the presence of God.)

Stanza 2

]     Stanza two addresses awareness, especially the awareness of our 
fundamental condition as humans.  Of what do we need to be aware as we 
worship?  The first line seems obvious if not trite, but it presents an 
absolutely necessary awareness for worship.  God is God, not us.  Prayer is, 
among other things, to be for what we need to be his people.  It is to be 
neither the announcement of our achievements disguised as thanksgiving 
nor the issuing of orders disguised as petition.  If we are “the people of his 
pasture” prayer is more than an announcement that we are wooly and of 
questionable aroma.  To pray responsibly is to ask for what we need to first 
acknowledge and then work with the distinction between ourselves and him.  



What do we need to be truly His people, his flock?  

     On the theological side of things, this stanza presents reasons why God 
is God.  These reasons operate in four realms: 1) creation, 
2) relationship, 3) identity, 4) caring.

     1. Creation: “He has made us”.  God is our origin.  Our meaning and 
our being come from him.  That we are rather than are not is from him.

     2. Relationship: “We are his”.  The implications of creation are ongoing.  
Creation was not followed by abandonment or indifference, but by 
continued involvement.  Having been made by God, God continues to relate 
to us and, therefore, to ask us to relate to him.

3. Identity: “we are his people”.  Not only did God create us and not only 
does that relationship continue, but we also derive our identity from that 
relation of creation and that continuing presence.  It is who we are, his 
people.

4. Caring: We are “the sheep of his pasture”. Sheep need to be led to “green 
pastures and still waters” as Psalm 23 puts it.  To be a sheep is to have need 
for a caring shepherd who nourishes and protects.

In summary:  We worship because our origin, relationships, identity, and 
care come from God and not to acknowledge this impairs our humanity.  
An impaired humanity severs us from the divine humanity Christ desires to 
give us.  Worship is not an option, but the core of the New Being, at the 
center of the gift that leads us to everlasting life and glory. (Book of 
Common Prayer p. 282 Final prayer of the Good Friday Service.)

Stanza 3

     In this stanza we express our human response to God’s identity as that 
identity is expressed towards us.

     Our response to who God is takes the form of thanksgiving and praise.  
If stanza 2 describes God’s true relation to us, stanza 3 describes our 
appropriate response.

“Enter his gates with thanksgiving” 



     It is important to see this as an eternal present.  When we worship we 
are always entering his gates and as our worship uses time (Morning Prayer) 
this entering will extend to the end of time.  As long as there are mornings 
this is what we do with them.  We are constantly, everlastingly, entering the 
gates of his heavenly city.  To be human is to be coming from sin, from 
absence, from lack of security, from the wilderness, into the realm of God.  
In this specific act of worship (the rest of Morning Prayer) which follows 
the Invitatory Psalm, we will be seeking to enter the heavenly city.

“Thanksgiving” 
     What God has done for us.  We give thanks for what we have received.  
As The General Thanksgiving (Book of Common Prayer p. 101) puts it: 
“. . .  for creation, preservation and all the blessings of this life; but above 
all for your immeasurable love . . .”

“Praise”
          Praise is the statement by us, as nearly as we can come, of who God 
is.  It overlaps thanksgiving at the core as God both acts his love and is his 
love.  (We give thanks for God’s acts and praise his being and nature.)  
Nevertheless, the distinction is useful for mortals.  If nothing else it reminds 
us to seek a sense of proportion.  God is not only his gifts to us, but his 
gifts to all.  We thank him for what he does for us, we praise him for what 
he does for all and for who he is behind his gifts, the giver who stands 
behind the given.

     Note the sequence of verbs in the stanzas.  Stanza 1 begins with “be”, 
stanza 2 with “know” and stanza 3 with “do”.  (“Enter”, “go into” and 
“give” are verbs of doing.)  The final stanza is a closing justification for all 
the actions mentioned in the preceding elements of the Psalm.

Stanza 4
     
    This last stanza gives the response of God in parallel to the previous 
stanzas.

“For the Lord is good”
     This is the condition or nature of God’s being and is the aspect of God 
paralleling stanza 1.



“his mercy is everlasting” 
     This addresses God’s relation to us and corresponds to stanza 2.  To be 
his people and the sheep of his pasture is to receive his everlasting mercy.  
“Everlasting” gives an assurance of welcome no matter at what point we 
approach God as much as it refers to abstract temporal timelessness. We do 
not need to be concerned with how long God’s mercy will last.  When we 
need it, it will be there.

“Faithfulness”
     This states a consistency of intention.  Contrast God’s faithfulness in 
mercy with human inconsistency in the same.  With us it is sometimes yes, 
sometimes no.  God only knows a yes.  Contrast this also with the 
variability of mercy in other gods. Idols are characterized either by a lack 
of mercy or mercy inconsistently applied.

Summary

     God keeps his promises.  He does not promise solutions, but presence 
and support.  He promises his love.  These things are available even in the 
face of loss and death.  Have you lost the one you love?  God is still there.  
Is your own life in danger?  God is still there.  Are confusion and chaos 
triumphant? God is still there. “His faithfulness endures from age to age.”

    The purpose of Morning Prayer is to grow a human soul which is 
moving toward this kind of steadfastness in response to the steadfastness of 
God.  The Jubilate shows us a snapshot of the goal of long term devotion: a 
life shaped by seeking a foundation in God.

Christ our Passover  Pascha nostrum  
                                   (Book of Common Prayer p. 83

     There are certain limitations and recommendations for the use of the 
Pascha nostrum summarized by the rubric on p. 83.  The usage of the 
Pascha nostrum is obligatory during Easter Week and optional until the day 
of Pentecost.  

     These instructions emphasize the Great Fifty Days, the unity of the time 
between Easter Sunday and Pentecost.  The restoration of the Great Fifty 
Days as a single celebration of the resurrection was one of the goals of the 
last prayer book revision.  Although the Episcopal Church no longer 



officially recognizes octaves, the required usage of the Pascha nostrum, in 
effect, defines an octave of Easter. (An octave is an eight day period 
following a feast in which special liturgical actions celebrating the feast 
continue to be used.  In effect, it is an extension of the feast through the 
week following.  In the Roman Catholic Church all octaves were suppressed 
in 1955 except Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost.)

     Structurally, the Pascha nostrum is a catenae of New Testament 
quotations interspersed with alleluias.  Catenae is the Latin word for “chain” 
and in the study of Christian manuscripts is used of a literary work made up 
of quotations from other works. 

     Functionally, the Pascha nostrum places Easter Season worship in the 
context of the celebration of the resurrection.  It therefore sets the theme for 
the rest of the service.

Stanza 1 We are invited to “keep the feast”.  
     This keeping is to be in the context of ethical and spiritual life as well as 
cultic. 
   
“has been sacrificed” 
     The sacrifice is a past event denoted by the past perfect tense of the 
verb.  The sacrifice has been completed in the past.  Because of this past 
event, we “keep the feast,” that is, respond in the present to the past event.  
But we keep the feast in a new way, not the old one.

     The key symbol is bread.  The Passover is kept with bread, and bread 
here becomes a metaphor for the spiritual/moral life.  The symbol is 
developed in two symbol subsets: leavened and unleavened.  In the ancient 
world, leaven was understood as a decay process and was, consequently, 
rather suspect.  To produce that which was fit for human consumption the 
leavening process had to be arrested before its completion - if allowed to 
continue indefinitely the result was rot.  Therefore that which hadn’t been 
leavened was pure.  To keep the feast is connected with a re-orientation of 
ourselves, the liturgical life intertwines with the moral life and in this 
symbol cultic and moral purity are intertwined.

     One might want to think about the compatibility of this passage with 
actual liturgical usages in our churches.  Many churches use leavened bread 
in their Eucharists and its questionable whether our liturgical symbolism 



and our liturgical practice ought to be at odds.

“for us”
     We are intended recipients of benefit.  God initiates, as in most 
liturgical contexts, and the liturgy we do is our response to the divine 
initiative.  But the “for us” also has moral implications.  The sacrifice of 
and by Christ enables a new life, not only a new cult.  

Stanza 2 
     This gives the reason for the celebration.  Christ has overcome death and 
his resurrected life is completely centered on God.  Through Christ, the 
same centeredness on God that marks Jesus’s victory is transferred to us and 
his victory becomes ours.  

     This stanza has two parts: 1) The first four lines establish the present 
condition of Christ; 2) The final two lines exhort us to see our lives as 
parallel to the present condition of Christ.  He is to be our model and goal.

     Note that to consider ourselves as dead to sin is an attitude toward the 
whole of our existence, not an instruction to execute specific moral actions.  
Thus the Pascha nostrum provides an attitude towards the whole of 
existence, not an agenda for parts of it.  It is, therefore, appropriate as the 
introduction to a service of worship inclusive of the whole of our life: 
praise for the fullness of God (Psalms), instruction in all we need to know 
for salvation (hearing of scripture), and prayer for the whole world (the full 
range of God’s concerns).  I cannot over emphasize the comprehensive 
nature of Morning Prayer.  Each part of the service unfolds and then 
unfolds again and then yet again.

     So what Christ did is what we must do: die to sin, live to God.  If God 
is the center, death cannot be final.  We may still die, but death’s dominion 
over us is broken, as it was for Christ, when our center is not in either 
death’s utilization for the control of others or on acting in fear of death to 
keep it at a distance from ourselves.  In Christ’s acceptance of his death and 
his offering of his death to his Father, he transcends death and makes his 
death a part of his relation with his transcendent Father.  In Christ, God 
overcomes death by including it in eternity.    

“Christ died to sin” 
     This is not quite the same thing as an assertion of his sinlessness, but 



something even more basic: sin has no hold over him.  The Christian moral 
life does not consist of the avoidance of sin, but in its transcendence in 
mercy - love becomes the determiner of our identity, not the maintenance 
of virtue.  To die to sin is to lose the capacity of sin to shape us, to die to 
death is to find a center and coherence elsewhere.  To die to sin and death 
means that our fears, hopes, decisions, processes, appreciations, joys, 
responses are otherwise employed than with either the utilization or the 
avoidance of both sin and death.    To be concerned with the utilization of 
death means to worship violence’ to be concerned with its avoidance is to 
focus life on being a victim.  Both are denials of love.  To focus on sin (our 
own of that of others) is to seek our own justification, which is to displace 
the mercy and generosity of God.  To die to sin is to accept being loved as 
the center, not our own moral success or failure.  Important as that latter 
may be, it is not the center.  Our virtue, our ethical lives, are lived in praise 
of God, not to establish our own righteousness.

Stanza 3
 
      The victory of Christ is situated in history.  He is “the first fruits of 
those who have fallen asleep”.  The Adam-Christ typology encompasses the 
history of the fallen creation.  As we are situated in history, Christ’s 
victory, achieved in history, becomes available to us.

     The humanity of Christ is central to our redemption.  The use of Adam/
Christ imagery transcends myth: we are Adam, we are Christ.  We are 
under the domination of sin and death; we are capable of centeredness on 
life and love.  Our humanity encompasses the possibility, at any given 
moment, of either Adam or Christ.

“first fruits of those who have fallen asleep”
     Compare this with the offering of the first fruits of the harvest in the 
Old Testament law.  This offering related the rest of the harvest to God 
and, thereby, made it available for human use.  By making humanity holy, 
Christ both related it to the Father and made that salvation available for use 
by the rest of Adam’s children.  It is important here not to be seduced by a 
merely historical understanding of Adam.  He is both the universal fallen 
human but also, because he is human existence as fallen he is also totally 
historical since fallen human existence exists only within the concrete 
instances of history.  There is no a-historical fall and there is no instance of 
historical existence which is not also fallen existence.  



“in Christ shall all be made alive”
      First, consider the implications of that word “all”.   Not a few, not 
those here without also those over there, but all. We are all in death, but 
through Christ we move to life.  Second, consider the moving.  Salvation is 
a dynamic relationship, not a static achieved condition.  Easter is for 
everyone, everyone alive. It may be argued that some do not avail 
themselves of this, but we are now in the realm of the intent of God and 
that intent is universally for good.  The mystery is not God’s will for good, 
but that any would have the capacity to refuse it. 

Summary and Conclusion:

     This entire hymn is an assertion of the overcoming of the ancient Greek 
division between the perfection of God and the finitude of human existence.  
In Christ’s victory over sin and death the perfection of God and the finitude 
of humans become available to each other.

     Since Morning Prayer is a service for the sanctification of time, note the 
role of time in the Pascha nostrum.  The first stanza moves from the past to 
the present.  Christ has been sacrificed (past).  We keep the feast (present).  
In the second stanza we have a description of and instruction for the 
present.  Here is who Christ is, here is who we should be.  The third stanza 
ties the past to the future.  The raising of Christ is historical.  The making 
alive of all in Christ is eschatological.

     Thus in reciting his hymn we move from past action to present 
condition and response to future hope.  Past act, present response to it and 
future hope all take place under the aegis of God.  In doing so the totality 
of the processes of our lives becomes holy.  Time itself is sanctified by 
sanctifying that which passes through it, Once again in his hymn we assert 
the mystery of faith:  Christ has died.  Christ is risen.  Christ will come 
again. It is here that the spirituality of Morning Prayer (and the office in 
general) and that of the Eucharist are in deep touch with each other.

The Psalms: The Gloria patri

     Our preparations for worship are now over and, in the recitation of 
Psalms we engage the first great section of the three-fold Morning Prayer 
Service.  The other two are the reading and hearing of scripture and prayer 



for our and the world’s needs.  At the end of the reading from the Psalms 
the Gloria patri is recited.  The Gloria patri summarizes the whole of 
worship by means of the Psalter and not its individual parts, so the 
normative use is once, after the whole of the Psalter assigned for any given 
day has been recited.  This is the intent of the rubric on page 84.  The 
additional rubrics on page 141 allow it to be said after each Psalm, but this 
is permissive not required usage.

     The Gloria is probably the best way to approach the meaning of the 
Psalter in Morning Prayer.  It contains two basic concepts: the fullness of 
God as Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit and the fullness of time as 
was, is and shall be.  The word “glory” is the hinge that joins the fullness of 
God and the fullness of time.

     The Gloria patri is a prayer, a prayer of a congregation using the 
Psalter.  It asks that the fullness of God’s existence, as that existence is 
oriented toward the creation (the glory), be expressed in the fullness of time 
(for ever).  The Christian concept of time is not that of a forward flowing 
steam moving from past to present and on into the future, leaving the past 
behind and knowing the future merely by mental anticipation.  For 
Christians, time is the presence of the past and the future in the present.

     It is God’s glory, his expression of love to the creation, active in the 
present, which both redeems the past and brings the future Kingdom into 
being.  Redemption and creative hope anchor the totality of time not in the 
present as the focal point of the flowing stream of time, but in the present 
as the focal point of active love.   The love of God is expressed in the 
creation (the beginning), the present (now) and the infinity of the kingdom 
(the will be for ever).

     But what does this have to do with the Psalms, such that we make this 
remarkable statement about God at the end of their recitation?  I’ve no 
comprehensive answer, but several pondering points.

     The Psalms record the struggle of our spiritual ancestors with God as 
Lord of past, present and future.  They record prayers for forgiveness, that 
is, for a reshaping of the past as inner relation with God, as well as prayer 
for the correction in the present of past objective injustices.  The Psalms 
record the cry for redemption and for justice, a cry for the reshaping of the 
past in the present.  They also ask for the future to become the present.  All 



those hard to swallow psalms about the destruction of enemies are asking 
for a future without evil and conflict to become present.  In a spiritually 
incomplete way, perhaps, these psalms are about the glory of God in the 
future becoming present.  Therefore, in the Psalms we experience a request 
for God’s glory in both the past and the future to become present in 
redemption and in hope and anticipation.  Thus the sense, in the Psalms, of 
the glory of God expressed through time informs our own experience of 
time.

     We are to carry out the two remaining functions of Morning Prayer, 
listening to the Word and Praying for the Creation, in the light of God’s 
glory expressed in a unity of time.  We are to listen to the scriptures both 
redemptively of the past and hopefully for the future and we are to pray for 
the world in the same way.  The fullness of God expressed through the 
fullness of time is to mark our assimilation of scripture and the result of 
that assimilation, our prayer for the creation.

The Lessons  Book of Common Prayer p. 84.

    The reading of selected passages from scripture marks the second great 
block of Morning Prayer worship.  They are to be understood as 
“instruction” only in a broad sense.  The point is not a transfer of facts to 
the listener (although that’s no bad thing when it happens), but to provide a 
life forming content by grounding the present life of the worshiper and the 
church in the past, specifically the record of the past conversation between 
God and his people.  The relation with God of the past actors of scripture is 
the model for our present relation with Him.  Note that the point is not to 
imitate the past, that refuses to let the past be past and attempts to erase the 
line between past and present.  It is the heresy of biblical literalism and does 
not acknowledge the presence of the Holy Spirit, always making all things 
new and therefore transcending a mere imitation of God’s past action.  

     No, to be soaked in scripture is to, at best, be instructed in the 
recognition of God’s presence in our history as the law givers and prophets 
of Israel recognized his presence in their day, as that presence was perfected 
in Jesus and as the apostles and saints of the church strove to understand and 
reflect that perfected presence.   Scripture records the response to the 
uniqueness of God’s presence by unique persons during unique times and 
events. Strictly speaking its contents are unrepeatable.  



     So the lessons ground our worship in the truth of history, which for the 
Christian, is not the truth of fact, but the truth of human attempts to 
understand and respond to God’s presence, to his gift of himself celebrated 
in the first block of worship in the office, the praise of the Psalms.  The 
lessons offer the virtue of stability, of grounding, to the searching Christian 
soul.  They are the “where” of our spiritual origin.  From them we grow 
and to them we return for nourishment, admonishment and a checking of 
direction.   

Comments on the Reading of the Lessons in the Episcopalian 
Tradition:
     Practical hints, suggestions and observations

     Lessons are to be read “as appointed”.  (Book of Common Prayer, 
rubric page 84)  That is, the lessons are to come from an officially 
approved lectionary.  What is to be avoided is an individualistic selection of 
scripture that fails to expose the worshiper to the fullness of the Word.  As 
the other parts of the Office belong to the church as a whole and as we are 
agents of the church when we use them, so we are agents of the whole body 
when we read the lessons and our responsibility to that body is not in 
abeyance.  

     An advantage of reading the same scriptures as other Episcopal 
Churches (not to mention all the ecumenical possibilities opened by the 
Revised Common Lectionary) is that it makes common discussion and study 
possible.  Where this can happen it is an expression of the communion of 
saints.  See Hebrews 4:2 where we are to be “joined in faith with those who 
listened”.

     There is a principle in the Episcopal Church that scripture is to be 
interpreted by scripture.  We are not to select favorite passages as 
touchstones for accepting or dismissing other passages, but are to allow the 
whole body of scripture to seep into our lives.  This requires systematic 
listening and reading, not idiosyncratic selection.  I must observe that it is 
the narrative of scripture that is life forming, not our agreement or 
disagreement with the content of the narrative. To be committed to the 
narrative as life forming means to struggle with it, not to blindly and 
blandly accept it - probably at some inadequate level of meaning.



     The discipline of reading according to the lectionary acknowledges the 
discipline of a community life.

     A personal gripe about chapter and verse citations.  Liturgy needs to be 
ruthlessly pruned of excess or meaningless verbiage. I do not mean it is to 
be pruned of complexity or literary beauty.  I suggest citations be given 
only when written Bibles are used to follow the lessons.  If the congregation 
uses leaflets or if the lessons are printed in the bulletin, a verbal citation of 
chapter and verse is carrying coals to Newcastle.    

     “A Reading from” Location and stability are important in Christianity.        
The identification of the reading by title places it in the tradition and 
anchors the words in the Word.  Chapter and verse citations, because they 
are arbitrary, do not anchor a reading in the tradition and do not contribute 
to identifying its place.  (In addition, although minor, it is important to 
remember that citations are not a part of the revealed text.  It is scripture 
that is revealed and the chapter and verse divisions are an arbitrarily 
imposed framework which can impose interpretations on scripture.

     Finally, note the variety of possible closings for a scripture reading.  
Closing sentences provide a clear boundary between readings and other 
parts of the service. (Good fences make good neighbors, as Robert Frost put 
it.)  In practical terms, it alerts the congregation, if there is one, to get 
ready for the canticle.

“Thanks be to God.”
      This responsive ending to the reading establishes our relation to the 
reading.  Whatever the content of the reading, it is a part of God’s gift to us 
and gifts are to be acknowledged. Therefore, the reading is more than a 
transfer of information and certainly more than just instruction, even 
instruction about the moral life.  It provides foundations for the orientation 
of our lives to God and is therefore to be incorporated. We are thanking 
God not for specific bits of information but for the gift of our foundation.

Canticles

     Generally the canticle is a response to a reading.  That is, the canticle 
positions us, the worshiper, in relation to scripture by means of scripture or, 
in the case of the Te Deum laudamus and the Gloria in excelsis, well-honed 
pieces of the tradition.  Ideally, the relation between Canticle and Lesson is 



broadly dialogic.  Advent lessons and Advent canticles should speak to each 
to each other. 

          The canticles are all hymns of praise. Even the Kyrie pantocrator (A 
Song of Penitence) is praise for mercy and forgiveness as well as 
intercession for them.  In it we pray for forgiveness and mercy and praise 
God because of their certainty. 

 Thus they tip the seemingly instructional lessons toward adoration. 

     Rubrics on page 84 instruct that each reading should be followed by a 
canticle and state that any canticle located in the Daily Office Services may 
be used at any service of Morning Prayer.
  
The Apostles’ Creed  Book of Common Prayer p. 96

     The recitation of the Apostles’ Creed is the final action in the section of 
Morning Prayer labeled “The Lessons”.  We are, then, to understand the 
liturgical recitation of the creed as tied to hearing the lessons read, to the 
public recitation of scripture.  It is not, therefore, primarily an affirmation 
of a person’s free-floating collection of abstract beliefs.  As with everything 
else in our worship, it is deeply ensconced in its dialogic and responsive 
nature.  

     I suggest several ways the creed is tied to the recitation of scripture.  
First, the recitation of the creed in Morning Prayer is one of the most 
individualistic actions of the service.  It is the response of the worshiper as a 
discrete person to the proclamation of the word to the whole Christian 
community.  Despite appearances, the creedal recitation signals a movement 
from the general proclamation of scriptures as a formal act to the 
appropriation of scripture as a source of inner life and, therefore, of new 
life for the individual as a unique member of the community.

     Scripture comes to the whole church.  My recitation of the creed is my 
response to the revelation to the body.  Now the church responds to this 
revelation both individually and corporately, but the recitation of the creed 
can be no less than my appropriation of scripture.

    Stated in a slightly different way, the creed is the means of movement 
from scripture as objective presentation to scripture as subjectively 



formative.  How does scripture become the shaper of my life?  The creed, 
as affirmation of the personal relation between the worshiper and scripture 
is a part of the answer to that question. This is not to say that there isn’t a 
communal aspect to the recitation of the Apostle’s Creed despite its 
beginning with ‘I believe . . .” The content of the creed is, after all, 
formative for all members of the body and is, therefore, both individual and 
communal in its implications. 

     Second, the creed gives the highlights of the whole scriptural narrative: 
God, creation, the story of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the church, the unity of 
Christians, forgiveness, resurrection and, the goal of it all, eschatological 
hope (judge of the living and the dead) and assurance (life everlasting).  
The individual readings are in constant supportive dialog with the statement 
of the whole story, supplying details of the broad narrative sketched by the 
creed and illuminating points in the narrative evolution. It is an interesting 
and helpful exercise to place specific readings in relation to an element of 
the creed.  The creed reminds us not to take the separate readings as wholes 
complete in and of themselves, but always to place them in the context of 
the entirety of the scriptural narrative.  Pastorally, to take the creed 
seriously as the completion of the lessons would save the church from much 
destructive individualistic fundamentalism.  

     Although we hear only parts of scripture in each service, the hearing of 
parts implies the acceptance of the whole and the responsibility to place the 
parts within the whole.  The recitation of the creed reminds us of this.     

     Third, because of the above the creed summarizes not so much the 
content of scripture, there is too much left out; but it summarizes the 
direction, the flow, the progressive evolution of the scriptural story.  As the 
creed moves from the creation to the means of salvation (and by implication 
from the unmentioned Fall to the explicit rehearsal of redemption), to the 
results of God’s action in Christ (the provision of the Holy Spirit and the 
different aspects of the life of the church) the flow of this story becomes the 
meaning of the life of the heart.

     Finally, the creed is too often tied to external, objective fact and not 
sufficiently to the movements of faith.  My belief cannot be only an 
acceptance of facts -- but a placing of the self in a dynamic stream of 
movement, exploration, ongoing relation.  The terms of the creed are not to 
be understood as mere factual assertions, but as the accepted language of 



exploration, of understanding and of meaning.  The terms of the creed are 
the terms of my exploration of the faith.  They are the language of the as 
yet incompletely understood gift of God to me and to us all.  To accept the 
gift does not assume a complete understanding of its nature and content.  
But it does assume that the package is unwrapped and its contents put to 
use.

     And it is this specific package I chose to unwrap and use and not some 
other.  To live, human beings must commit themselves to some imperfectly 
understood vocabulary of meaning.  We Christians self-consciously choose 
the creed as the vocabulary we use in seeking meaning and the indication 
that gives direction to our search.  It is also the trajectory along which we 
listen for the voice of God speaking to us.  If the voice speaks, it will be 
within a framework.  Which framework shall we chose in which to listen?

    What, for instance, does it mean to be “born of the Virgin Mary”?  It 
strikes me as utterly arrogant to believe that I already know what that means 
in any exhaustive or comprehensive way.  In particular, I do not know what 
it means in a way that is immune from error or shallowness.  But I do know 
enough to accept it as a foundation from which I can grow in the constant 
dialog of a Christian life ordered partly by the interplay of the specificity of 
Scripture and the universality of the creed.  


