
Morning Prayer IV – Lessons, Canticles and the Creed 

    The schedule says that I’m supposed to be talking about the instructional part of Morning 
Prayer, which consists of biblical lessons, canticles and the Apostle’s Creed.  It does not 
necessarily contain a sermon, because the sermon is an importation INTO Morning Prayer from 
the Eucharist. In the Eucharist, a sermon is to be expected under all normal circumstances.  The 
reverse is true of Morning Prayer.  But the use of Morning Prayer as the main service on Sunday 
is not a normal circumstance. Part of the history of Morning Prayer is that as soon as it became the 
main Sunday service, little pieces of the Eucharist start to sneak over the border into Sunday 
Morning Prayer.  The Sermon sneaks over.  Passing the plate sneaks over.  The confession/
absolution sneaks over.  There’s a lot of movement from the Eucharist into Morning Prayer, once 
Morning Prayer becomes the main service.  The feeling seemed to be that Morning Prayer was a 
bit bare, taken on its own.  So material was siphoned from the Eucharist.  

    When the daily office was recited daily by a monastic community, there was no need for a 
sermon, that happened at the Sunday Eucharist and besides, the monks were read to from classical 
Christian literature during meals.  Announcements were taken care of in what’s called “the 
chapter,” a meeting of the fully professed monks for day to day business.  But there is nothing to 
correspond to the chapter or reading at meals in ordinary congregational life.  So when Morning 
Prayer is asked to serve a double function there needs to be a place for announcements, for sermon, 
for a collection. When a service assumes a different function in the worshiping life of the Christian 
community, then the service needs to be re-formed to fit that new place.  This is what happened 
when Morning Prayer replaced the Eucharist as primary service on Sunday Mornings.  

     Please turn to page 84 in your Book of Common Prayer.  Note the rubrics.  Who can tell me 
what a rubric is?  And for extra stars in your crown, why are rubrics called that?  We might as well 
get our lesson on ecclesiastical esoterica, triviata, and dingbattica.  So, what’s a rubric and how do I 
know one when I see it?

Congregation: Rubrics used to be written in red. Their name comes from the Latin word for red.  
They are instructions for doing the service.  

Yes, rubrics tell you what to do.

Congregation: I call them the stage directions.

     Yes.  Rubrics tell you what to do and they also tell you who ought to do it.  Because two color 
printing is so expensive, in most contemporary Books of Common Prayer the rubrics are printed in 
black italics.  They’re no longer in red, except in special printings for which cost isn’t an object.  

    These particular rubrics are, to me, somewhat confusing.  In the middle of page 84 we find a 
heading, “The Lessons.”  This means readings from scripture and, as an optional enrichment, 
readings from non-biblical key people in the Christian story.  There are several books of non-



scriptural readings for use with Morning Prayer.

  Congregation: What is that called?

  I do not know.  The non-scriptural readings are usually taken from early theologians and bishops, 
and from medieval saints.  Other collections include quite modern figures.  

     You will notice that the first rubric says, “One or two lessons, as appointed, are read.”  
However, the rubric at the bottom of the page says, ‘If three lessons are used . . .” This creates a bit 
of tension.  So, one or two lessons as appointed are read, but, if you use three, here’s what to do.  
The general rule of thumb, and it’s no more than that, is when Morning Prayer is used as a 
principal Sunday service it conforms to Eucharistic practice as much as possible.  So most of the 
time, three lessons in Morning Prayer on Sunday Morning.

  The use of three lessons also enables a congregation to maintain the order of readings in the 
Eucharistic lectionary.  The lectionary is designed to cover certain themes and stories in a definite 
order. In theory, each lessons builds on its predecessor and contributes to its successor.  If one 
switches from one lectionary sequence to another because you’re doing Morning Prayer one 
Sunday a month, then the sequence of lessons from the Eucharistic lectionary is broken.  This 
might injure effective instruction.  

   So my advice is, when Morning Prayer is used on Sunday morning as the primary service, use 
three readings, taken from the Eucharistic lectionary.  

   Traditionally, one reading from each of the major divisions of scripture is used.  What are the 
major divisions?

Congregation: Old Testament, New Testament and Gospels.

     Yes, New Testament in this case means the New Testament outside the four gospels.  When I 
was growing up, we called it the Epistle.  I still think of it that way.  That’s not a fully accurate title 
either, because the “Epistle” includes a number of things which aren’t letters.  Hebrews and most 
of The Revelation to John are examples.  So there’s a fair amount of not-epistle included in the 
Epistle reading just as there’s a fair amount of New Testament (the four gospels) which is not 
included in the New Testament reading.  

  The general structure of the instructional part of the service of Morning Prayer is: Reading, 
Canticle, Reading, Canticle, Gospel, Creed.  The canticles are given on pages 85-95.  Just to make 
it complicated, notice that the Canticles begin with #8, The Song of Moses.  The obvious question 
is, where are # 1-7?  If you go to Morning Prayer I, page 47, you will find Canticles 1-7.  Now, a 
bit of liturgical magic.  Canticles 1-7 in Morning Prayer I may be used in Morning Prayer II at the 
discretion of the officiant or whoever has responsibility for constructing the service.  At the same 
time, Canticles 8 through whatever on pages 85-95 may be used in Morning Prayer I.  Just to make 



it interesting, you may also use the canticles from Evening Prayer in Morning Prayer.

    
Congregation: So if you’re not awake when you start leading this service, you will be awake by the 
time you’re done?

Yes.

     So there’s considerable freedom in the selection of Canticles.  At St. Anselm selection is at the 
discretion of the person leading the service.  For those who feel undiscrete and don’t want to make 
choices there is a list of Canticles to use at Morning Prayer on pages 144-145.  Note that they are 
organized according to the days of the week, since it is assumed that Morning Prayer will be read 
daily.  But it does give some guidance as to what to use on Sundays.  As you become familiar with 
the canticles you will discover that different canticles mesh with different lessons and you will 
want to make your own appropriate selections.

     That’s the basic structure.  So far, I’ve been training you rather than educating you.  Here’s 
what to do and how to do it, but not why.  Now that you have the basic recipe for this section of 
Morning Prayer, let’s do a little theology.

     The reading of scripture in public worship is a hybrid action, both instruction and praise.  The 
instructional piece is fairly clear.  You hear the Bible read and become more familiar with it.  That’s 
instructional.  But scripture is also revelation.  It is a means of God being present to the 
community.  Any means of God becoming present constitutes an act of relationship; not just 
education about, but relationship to.  The reading of scripture on Sunday morning makes possible a 
relation between God and the Christian community.  It is, therefore, not just education but also 
worship.  

    At this point, a serious digression. Since the public reading of scripture is to encourage a relation 
with God, it needs to be done effectively.  What’s the commonest mistake made in public reading?

Congregation: You read too fast.

    Exactly.  And how can one cut down speed without making it sound liiikkkkkeeee 
thththththtiiiisssss?  

Congregation; You read the punctuation.
     
 Exactly again.  Now I was taught, one pause for a comma, two for a semicolon and three 

for a period.  It works.  It’s a bit on the legalistic side, but it works and is good practice.  I 
have another suggestion which I picked up from singing.  Make sure you pronounce the 
final consonant of the word.  It gives a definite end to the word.  Do you hear it?    That 
helps keep the words distinct.  Even if you read at a fairly rapid clip the words remain 



distinct as there is still a small space between each one.  There’s a lot to good public reading 
that I don’t know.  At Cambridge, I had a year’s training in it from a person who had been 
a BBC radio announcer during WWII.  She spoke, without hesitation, the King’s English.  
We practiced reading in what the English call a redundant church (that means a church 
building lacking a congregation and, most of the time, clergy).  Needless to say, it was 
unheated and, in a Cambridge winter, I always practiced in my overcoat and wool cap.  She 
would sit in the back pew.  I would ascend (literally) the pulpit to read.  She would always 
greet me like this: HELLO MISTER AMERICA!  WHAT DO YOU HAVE FOR US 
TODAY?  It was an experience.  Her first question to me, after my test reading, was, “Do 
you plan to return to America?  I was puzzled, but said “yes.”  She then said, “In that case, 
we’ll leave the accent alone.”  I had never thought of myself as having an accent.  It had 
always been those English who had accents.  

       But there is a lot to reading aloud.  Paying attention to the punctuation helps.  Putting a hair of 
space between words, to keep them from running together helps.  Slowing down frequently helps.  
As in other things, critiqued practice is what does it.  Enough on that.  This congregation is full of 
already competent readers.  I have no doubt that this part of Morning Prayer will be done well.

     Now go to page 96 and find the section labeled THE APOSTLES CREED.  Creeds in general 
are summaries, not so much of correct beliefs as of the content and meaning of scripture.  In the 
Eucharist we use what is called the Nicene Creed.  More correctly, it ought to be called the Niceno-
Constantinopolitan - Chalcedonian Creed.  There are obvious reasons why we don’t do this.  But 
the current creed of our Eucharist services is not the creed as adopted at the First Council of 
Nicaea.  I know that’s been said in Sunday School, but like a number of other things I heard in 
Sunday School, it’s not true.  The creed adopted at the Council of Nicaea stops like this: “. . . and 
in the Holy Spirit.”  All that business about baptism, the church and so forth was added at the 
Council of Constantinople 50-60 years later and finally confirmed by the Council of Chalcedon in 
451.  The business about the procession of the Holy Spirit was added by the church in Spain and 
has never been approved by any Ecumenical Council.  

    Notice that the Apostles Creed begins “I believe in God . . .”  If you look in the 1929 Book of 
Common Prayer you will notice that there the Nicene Creed also begins “I believe . . .”  But the 
Nicene creed in the current Book of Common Prayer begins “We believe . . .”  Why is this? If you 
go back to the original creed as approved by the Council of Nicaea and confirmed and expanded by 
the Council of Constantinople, you discover that because the creed is speaking with the united 
voice of the gathered bishops that it begins with “We.”  The transition to “I” was one of those 
unconscious adaptations that snuck in later, in this case during the Middle Ages as the priest 
became the only vocally active unit in the Eucharist.  The Reformation perspective that worship 
was an act of individual worshipers, gathered on Sunday mornings to share worship, a strikingly 
different understanding than that worship is the action of a corporate body, completed the 
acceptance of the initial “I”.  

     The early church understood Sunday Eucharist as the action of a corporate body, so everything 



in it is corporate “we”.  Even the confession is corporate.  If you look carefully, and I can go into it 
some other time, you will discover that it is not the confession of an individual, but of the church. It 
is not a confession just of my personal peccadillos.  It is assumed that my spiritual life is active 
enough that I have already taken care of those before presenting myself at Eucharist. So what’s 
being confessed by the whole church is the sin of the whole church.  We need not worry about a 
paucity of subject matter.  The expectation was that the responsible Christian would think about the 
actions and refusals to act of the community and what role such things have in separating the 
community and its members from God.  This sense of thinking about the responsibility of the 
community as a whole for its spiritual welfare and a sense that the community can act in ways 
destructive of that welfare is something the contemporary church would do well to take a bit more 
seriously than we do.  

     Anyway, I’ve gotten off the creed as used in Morning Prayer but it’s important that you 
understand the distinctions between the Nicene Creed as used in the Eucharist and the Apostle’s 
Creed used in Morning Prayer.  At the point of the creed’s recitation in Morning Prayer, we have 
just heard God’s presentation of himself by means of scripture.  A natural response to that is to 
state where we are in relation to God’s self-presentation.  That’s the function of the creed.  The 
creed flows directly from the reading of scripture in both Eucharist and Daily Office.  It is a 
summary of the content of scripture and of how the church understands that content.  Because we 
cannot read the whole of scripture at any given service, the creed summarizes the church’s 
understanding of the whole.  We get snippets of scripture that give us the real McCoy in detail.  
Then we have a summary of the whole so that we always keep the big picture in mind as we are 
educated, as we become more familiar with the detail of God’s scriptural revelation of himself.  
That’s why creed and scripture form a tandem in Episcopalian worship. They belong together.  
That’s why the Apostle’s Creed is included, not in the prayers, but in the lessons.  It is the 
summarizing lesson.  It partakes both of the educational nature of the lessons and of their nature as 
worship.  Why?  Because the fundamental act of Christian worship is not to say that God is 
wonderful, but to say who God is. The former statement begs the question. The foundation of 
relationship is identity.  Therefore, in relating truly to each other, questions of identity are 
paramount.  At least half the counseling I do has to do with mistaken identity.  People think that the 
people they relate to are someone they are not.  We think that we ourselves are someone we’re not.  
And then we don’t know that which God loves, because God can only love the real.  He can only 
love who we are.  He can’t love who we imagine we are because that’s not a real being.  He can 
love that which imagines but he cannot love the result of the act of imagination itself.  So identity is 
important.  The creed and the reading of scripture are designed to allow our understanding of the 
identity of God to remain flexible and to keep growing.  

    The purpose of the creed is not, and this is a frequently made mistake, to affirm a given 
understanding of God.  It is to provide a foundation out of which a continuously growing 
understanding of God may emerge.  To correctly grasp the function of Christian worship, this must 
be grasped.  It is what keeps worship from becoming an utter bore.  If all we do when we worship 
is reaffirm what we already know, we become armored against the surprise of God demanding that 
we account for ourselves.  If we can understand the creed as reaffirming a foundation from which 



our understanding of God is constantly renewed and constantly growing then we have a 
foundation indeed.

    In Morning Prayer the function of Lessons, Canticle, and Creed is to create this foundation from 
which the identity of God may emerge.  We don’t capture that identity in our worship.  We have 
the platform on which to stand while it emerges or, if a more homely image is helpful, the creed is 
the pot out of which the true vine grows.

     Here’s the final point.  Every piece of every Episcopalian liturgy is what it is and where it is for 
a reason.    The church, although it needs to admit it more frequently, is smart enough to realize that 
its doctrine about God is hardly ever correct.  In other words, the church knows that it doesn’t 
know what it’s talking about.  But the structure of liturgy is what it is for the sake of the spiritual 
lives of the persons who use liturgy, not to serve as a means for the presentation of abstract 
statements about God.  It is to enable your growth in relation to God that the structure of liturgy is 
what it is.  We don’t say the creed to assert final fact.  What does the creed have to do, in placement 
in the service and in its internal content, with our growth as a community and with our growth as 
individual Christians?  This question is to be addressed to it and to every piece of liturgy.

   Please stand for the creed.  

   


