
The Prayers       
     (Book of Common Prayer pp. 97-102)

Introduction: On the Purpose of Prayer

     The third and final division of Morning Prayer moves from God to 
creation.  This movement is only possible, with any integrity, because we 
have first visited God in praise and received from him in scripture.  To pray 
is to offer the God we praise and receive through scripture to the world and 
to present the world to Him.  In doing this our action builds an echo of the 
incarnation into our worship life.  In incarnation God offers himself.  In the 
offering of prayer we begin to imitate God’s self offering in Christ.  This is 
one reason why the first objective of prayer is not to convince God to 
change the world for the better.  It is to imitate God’s self offering of care 
and concern.  It is to present to God the truth of ourselves as God, in Psalm 
and scripture, presents the truth of himself to us.  It is in this mutual self-
presentation that prayer finds a meaning lacking if it is a mere requesting 
that certain things happen.    

      And one of the truths of our condition is our needs.  We articulate and 
present these needs not primarily that they be erased by divine action, but 
that the offering of self be as adequate as possible. As with ourselves so 
with others.  We pray for them in order to insure their relation to God 
rather than to manipulate a particular result.  In other words, the primary 
function of prayer is a binding together under one Lord.

Structure:
       There are seven elements or sub-headings in the Prayers: 1) Opening 
Versicle and Response, 2) The Lord’s Prayer, 3) Suffrages (dialogic), 4) 
Collects, 5.) Prayers for the Mission of the Church, 6) A Form of General 
Thanksgiving, 7) Dismissal.

     All of this prayer is communal work, whether the office is recited in 
company or alone.  The prayers are communal in at least two senses.

     First, it uses means designed for and accepted by the whole body of the 
church.  We place ourselves in the company of millions of other Christians 
spread through time and space when we pray these prayers, prayers which 
they also use and have continued to use.  To use them is an active assertion 
of our continued unity in the communion of saints.



     Second, the church has a work of prayer to accomplish: the placing of 
the fallen creation in the presence of God.  Even when physically alone as 
we pray these prayers we are united with other Christians in seeking to 
accomplish this, the church’s fundamental task, and we are, therefore, not 
functioning as isolated individuals but as agents intimately united with a 
larger whole through a shared purpose: the intent that the church 
accomplish the work of prayer it has been given to do.  We are united in 
action, we are actively praying, taking part in that work the church has been 
given to do.  We are united in hope, that the saving action of God be 
witnessed to and offered by means of our prayer both to the God who gives 
it and to the world which receives it.

   Finally, we are united in a shared desire for the salvation of creation.  
Therefore, through unity of purpose, action, hope and desire we are united 
in deep community.  Even alone, when reciting these prayers we are united 
with angels, archangels and all the company of heaven as well as with 
apostles who misunderstand, reluctant saints who, on being called cry “Me? 
Surely not me!”, sinners desiring mercy wondering at their temerity in 
praying at all, overly humble Christians undervaluing their gifts, arrogant 
Christians giving themselves more importance than they have but saved by 
giving God an even greater importance than themselves, and all the 
variegated faithful.  No matter what your spiritual and/or physical condition 
the praying Christian shares in this one work of the Holy Church of God.

     So we are in company even when alone through both the means we use 
in prayer and the ends toward which prayer reaches.

     We need God’s presence to accomplish this task.  To acknowledge this 
need for God’s presence in our community of prayer is a step towards being 
open to that presence.  And openness to God is fundamental to prayer.  
Therefore we seek that presence and openness, praying: “The Lord be with 
you.  And also with you.”  (Book of Common Prayer p. 97) 

Opening Versicle and Response   Book of Common Prayer p. 97)

“The Lord . . .”

     “Lord” is a relational title.  It translates the Greek “Kyrios” and means 
one who has a lawful claim to consideration by another.  It does not so 



much refer to the fact of power as to the legitimacy of that power.  In 
ancient Greek the word “Kyrios” was contrasted with the words “despotes” 
and “tyrannos”.  All three words acknowledge the fact of power, but the last 
two denote power without legitimate/legal foundation.

     In the Christian understanding, it is idols and false gods of all kinds who 
are “despotes” and “tyrannos”.  They are not merely non-existent, but are 
the reflections of our own sin given a reality by our own projection of them 
onto the world rather than an acceptance of them as part of ourselves 
acknowledged in confession.  Thus they claim that from us which is not 
theirs by right.  Jesus is Lord because through the bending of his humanity 
to the purposes of God all humanity can be, through him, so bent.  He 
provides the center and we, drawn to that center, find, through him, the 
power to act in love.

     Therefore we pray: “The Lord be with you.  And also with you.”  Our 
salvation is our participation in the perfected humanity of Christ.  And to be 
human is to be with, first with God and then with each other.  

The Suffrages:  Suffrage A 

     The general structure of the suffrage is that the versicle (v) prays for the 
means to accomplish an end and the response ( r ) prays for the 
accomplishment of that end.  

     Suffrage A consists of seven paired dialogs.  Each dialog summarizes 
the end of one major aspect of creation and the primary means of attaining 
that end.

V/R 1.  Salvation is the end, mercy is the means.
V/R 2. Joy is the end, righteousness is the means.
V/R 3. Living in safety is the end. Peace is the means.
V/R 4. Being guided in the ways of justice and peace is the end, being      
            under God’s care is the means.
V/R 5. Knowing God’s way is the means, the saving health of God among
            the nations is the end.
V/R 6. Remembering the needy is the means, if they are remembered truly 
      the end of continuing hope will be created and recreated among           
      them.



V/R. 7. Being sustained by the Holy Spirit (end) results from God’s
             freedom (means) to create within us clean hearts.

1st V/R: “Show us your mercy, O Lord;
                And grant us your salvation,”

     The one great end for which we aim and the means of achieving it.  The 
Response states the end: salvation.  The Versicle names the means: God’s 
mercy.  Note that this first versicle and response includes all the others.  
The church, the world, this nation, the poor and our own spiritual condition 
are all in need of mercy and are all to be included in God’s salvation.  This 
first dialog, by heading the prayer (and by its use of plural pronouns and its 
appeal to God‘s mercy rather than our own wills) keeps us from that bane 
of spirituality, egocentric prayer.

     Mercy is the means by which God works our salvation.  Salvation is the 
end gained by our proper relation to that means.  

2nd V/R: “Clothe your ministers with righteousness;
                  Let your people sing with joy.”
     
     The righteousness of ministers is the means to joy for God’s people.  
The Versicle asks for the means: righteousness. The Response asks for the 
end the means is to gain: joy.  

     Two misunderstandings are to be guarded against.  First, “minister” is 
not to be confined to deacons, priests and bishops.  A minister is anyone 
who has a specific vocation and task/tasks to perform which express, in 
some form, God’s love toward the world.  And that’s everyone in the 
church from the baby in the cradle to the baptized patient in the dementia 
ward.  The vision here is of a great society spanning all time and space 
focused on expressing love in the myriads of myriads of ways possible to all 
the variety of our concrete and unique humanities.  

     Second, righteousness goes beyond the standard concept of observance 
of the precepts of a moral code.  (Even that is too much to ask of our 
unaided humanity, but it is certainly too little to witness to the united 
society of the heavenly city.)  To be righteous is to seek to know our God 
given vocations and to make the living out of the divine gift of vocation the 



center of our endeavors.    In other words, to be righteous is to be in 
constant prayer seeking to understand and respond to the absolutely concrete 
demands of the present moment for the exercise of love in our specific 
situations.  Code law is here a foundational guide, but if all your house has 
is a foundation there is no sharing of food and wine with one’s fellows 
around a fire in mutual peace and contentment. That takes a sensitivity to 
detail unavailable in general codes.

     So in this short dialog is an amazing picture of the church as an ordered 
society seeking a unity in infinite variety and the end of the seeking is not 
the avoidance of burning but that experience of pleasure beyond pleasure 
which can only come when the self is transcended (but not forgotten or 
erased) in knowing and living out of a giving of the self to others.  The 
world says, “I am who I am because I own and control.”  The Christian 
says, “I am who I am because through Christ’s gifts I find my life in giving 
my life.”

The 3rd V/R: “Give peace, O Lord, in all the world;
                         For only in you can we live in safety.” 

     This Versicle and Response addresses our social and political life in 
relation to that which is external to the church.  We are hybrids and exist 
facing both the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the fallen world.  To 
live as if we were not in that tension is to fall.  The ambiguity and tension 
is rendered even more severe as the church itself, which exists to look 
toward heaven is also a part of the fallen world and Janus-like looks in both 
directions at the same time.  This is one reason sin is not an occasional, but 
a constantly present, reality.   

    It has become an aphoristic truism to say that peace is more than the 
absence of open conflict.  Yes, but biblical peace comes from being 
properly centered.  We are at peace when we lack anxiety about our true 
core and we know that that core is beyond the reach of the destructive and 
evil tendencies of the world.  I only experience this peace in a most fitful 
way, but have experienced it enough to know its reality.

    So what we are safe from is not the dangers, both moral and physical, to 
which human life in this world is exposed.  We are safe from losing our 
core being because that resides with God and not with some element of this 
world, certainly not my own success, reputation, security or even with the 



preservation of my own life.  

4th V/R “Lord, keep this nation under your care;
               And guide us in the way of justice and truth.”

     The fourth Versicle/response reminds us that we are inextricably 
enmeshed in the political units of our lives and our lives will never be truly 
right until our communities are placed under God’s care.  It is when we 
refer constantly to God in our political and social lives that the possibilities 
of justice and truth begin to open.   

     This Versicle/response undercuts any tendency we might have to divide 
the world into two realms, one having to do with God and one having to do 
with something else.  No way of leading this nation that refuses God can 
ultimately lead us to justice and truth.  It is important to remember that 
sometimes God comes in many disguises, but come he must in some form 
or other if we are to have justice and peace.

5th V/R: “Let your way be known upon earth;
              Your saving health among all nations.”

     Versicle/response five takes V/R four and generalizes it from our own 
nation to all nations.  

    I believe that God’s saving “health” refers to wholeness rather than 
physical vigor.  It is not one part rather than another of Christ which saves, 
but the whole of his existence from the pre-existent word of the prolog to 
John’s Gospel to the coming king of glory from the Apocalypse, from his 
tender expression of mercy to the incomprehensible demandingness of the 
teachings of the Sermon on the Mount.  

V/R 6: “Let not the needy, O Lord, be forgotten;
            Nor the hope of the poor be taken away.” 

     To remember the poor is the opposite of the rich man and poor Lazarus.  
The unnamed rich man did not remember the poor Lazarus on his door step 
although he must have seen him every time he went in or came out.  And 
hope is grounded in memory, in remembering, in noticing, in awareness 
and points to perseverance into the future.  To have hope enables 



perseverance even in the face of seemingly unsolvable problems.  It is also 
the foundation for moral action, since forgetting is a favorite ploy of those 
who are in denial and allows us to forget the need to act at all. To forget in 
this way is sin because it refuses reality, settling for a phantasy world in 
which the poor do not exist. 

V/R 7: Create in us clean hearts, O God;
            And sustain us with your Holy Spirit.”

     The final V/ R, for clean hearts and the sustaining presence of the Holy 
Spirit defines the conditions necessary for perseverance in the work of 
prayer of which the rest of the Suffrage outlines the content.  The value of 
participation in this work is hardly realized if we only participate in it once 
or in a desultory way.  It needs to weave its way continuously through our 
lives from beginning to end -- and beyond as the church prays for and 
asserts its continuing unity with the dead and solicits their continuing 
participation in the work of prayer of the church militant, expectant and 
triumphant.  The unity of the church is not in our agreement about doctrine, 
but in our acknowledgement of one Lord and in our continuing efforts to 
present the one creation to its Lord by and in the prayer of the one church, 
the communion of saints, living and dead.  This is why a prayer for the 
sustaining presence of the Spirit is the last of the Suffrages.  It enables them 
to have continuing meaning, a more than temporally local existence.  

     Thus Suffrage A reminds us of the importance of attention, in the 
Christian life, to both means and to ends, to the mode of accomplishment 
and the end to be accomplished.  In the realm of ethics we need both the 
image of the kingdom of God and moral codes for the conduct of life.  In 
the ecclesial realm we need both the concrete detail of canon law and the 
vision of the eternal church.  In the theological realm we need both 
systematic theology that describes and eschatology that grounds hope.

     Note that the topics of prayer in Suffrage A are identical to those listed 
before the Eucharistic Prayers of the People on page 383.  The V/R for 
ministers and people parallels the instruction to pray for the universal 
church. The V/R for peace parallels that to pray for the welfare of the 
world in the Eucharistic Prayers of the People.  Together these illustrate 
the consistent structure of the church’s presentation of the creation to God.

The Suffrages: Suffrage B  (Book of Common Prayer p. 98)



     The focus of Suffrage B is on the life of the church in contrast to the 
focus on the life of the world in Suffrage A. 

Structure:

1st V/R A prayer for God’s help
2nd V/R Our response to God’s action on our behalf
3rd V/R A prayer for defense against sin and for restoration when defense
             fails.  Mercy is in both the realm of preventing the
             commission of sin and in recovering from the commission
             of sin.
4th V/R     An assertion and restatement of the nature of the divine-human
           relationship.  Mercy and trust go hand in hand.  Mercy
           creates trust; trust enables the reception of mercy.   
5th V/R     A prayer that the relationship described in the previous dialogs
            be everlasting, and prayer for indefinite continuation of a
            proper relationship. 

   There is a great sense of movement through time in Suffrage B.  The 
notion of blessing God’s inheritance points to the past. The passage in the 
last V/R about not hoping in vain points to the future.  The prayer presents 
time in two distinct ways:  10 “now and always” (1st V/R) and 2) “day by 
day” 2nd V/R).  The first two V/Rs describe universal tradition; the 3rd and 
4th our present condition and the 5th the future.  Thus our relation with 
God is presented both in its eternal constancy and in its constant alteration 
through time.

Time Words: 
1st V/R: “now and always” 
2nd V/R “day by day” and “for ever” Note the interplay of the ideas of
                temporality and eternity.
3rd V/R “today”
4th V/R “show us” and “put” both present tense verbs.
5th V/R “is” and “shall never” the movement from present to future.



     1st V/R “Inheritance” is a strange word to use here.  What does God 
inherit?  All we are?  Does this connect with the offertory of the Eucharist 
in which we offer God the totality of our lives?  Is this a prayer for the 
acceptance of our lives by God?  Or, are we to understand “inheritance” as 
referring to the accumulated story/tradition of God’s people?  

     “Govern and uphold” The two words have different emphases.  
“Govern” implies directing, controlling, rule/direction providing.  “Uphold” 
implies defending, enabling development, maintaining.  

     The 4th V/R is more general that the 3rd, which focuses on human 
failure and moves from God’s relation to a specific aspect of our lives to a 
comprehensive description of the divine-human relation. 

The Collects  
        The Book of Common Prayer p. 98-100.

     As the Suffrages present, in succinct form, an outline of basic concerns 
of the prayer life of the church for use in and by the whole body; so the 
collects allow us to focus on certain key needs  which allow us to continue 
in a life of prayer.  In short, collects pray for the means needed by us if we 
are to effectively and efficiently serve God.  Again, an awareness of the 
dance of means and ends in the spiritual life helps us to appreciate the 
collects as prayers for the means while, at the same time, in their result 
clauses, the collects keep the ends of the spiritual life before our mind’s 
eye.

     An example of this is The Collect for the Renewal of Life.  We pray 
for means: distance from wrong desires, hearts inclined to keep God’s law, 
a life pattern oriented toward peace.  These form the true petition of the 
collect.  The result clause is, “ . . . we may, when night comes, rejoice to 
give you thanks . . .”  The clause states the end in view: an existence 
defined at its core by rejoicing thanksgiving even in the face of all ends, of 
the day and of our lives.

     This pattern is certainly more clearly presented in some collects than in 
others.  But in all the collects included in the Morning Prayer service the 
basic pattern of prayer for means to accomplish immensely important 



spiritual ends is present.  A summary of the means/ends pattern of the 
collects might look like this:   

     A Collect for Sundays deals with the relation between formal worship, 
“the weekly remembrance of the glorious resurrection” (means) and the 
totality of lived life informed by it, “the week to come” (the end).

     A Collect for Fridays deals with the discovery that within the 
experience of suffering, loss and surrender, the passion of Jesus, (means) is 
to be found life and peace (the end).

     A Collect for Saturdays is a bookend with A Collect for Sundays.  As 
the former deals with the results of formal worship for daily life, so the 
latter deals with the preparation for formal worship during daily life.  As 
our formal worship on Sunday is a reflection in this world of the 
continuous praise of God in heaven, so is our Sabbath rest a reflection of 
the eternal rest from struggle with sin.  This is a prayer that our preparation 
for worship effectively allow us to see our worship’s roots and ends in 
eternity.

     A Collect for Grace deals with our preservation in daily life from the 
fundamental danger of idolatry.  In other words, the maintaining of a focus 
upon the truth.  Both to fall into sin and be overcome by adversity result 
from a shifting of the focal point of life to something other than God. “To 
fall into adversity” means more than the mere presence of calamity.  It is 
adversity that so absorbs us that our relation with God is pushed to the 
edges of our lives.  But grief or fear imposed by exterior circumstances 
rather than by personal choice can also distract us from God and from a 
rational love of our fellows.  In this prayer the action of God for our 
defense against both sin and adversity is the means, our ability to fulfill 
God’s purpose is the end.

     A Collect for Guidance deals again with focus, but not in terms of sin 
or external assault on that focus as does A Collect for Grace but in terms 
of an erosion of awareness which allows the presence of God (the Holy 
Spirit) to recede from significance in our minds and hearts.  The operative 
idea here is “to know you is eternal life”.  So to be “ever walking in your 
sight” is to live in and from that constant relationship to God which is 
participation in eternal life both now and forever.  The guidance and 
governance of God are the means, the remembering of our true position 



before God is the end.

A Collect for Peace:  A more extensive sample analysis of a collect
                 The Book of Common Prayer p. 99

Part 1: The invocation and description of God relative to the petition.  

     The characteristics of God invoked in the first part of the collect form a 
doubled doublet.  God is both author (condition/origin/state of being) and 
lover (continuing action).  This first layer is a description of God.  The 
second layer is about our relation with God. The relation is one of both 
knowing (to know you is eternal life) which is a state of being and of 
serving (to serve you is perfect freedom) which is a state of action. 
Together these constitute what might be called the “God-ward side” of the 
opening invocation.

     The human side of this opening invocation is a corresponding doubled 
doublet, each element of which corresponds both to an individual element 
on the “God-ward” side and forms part of a linked pair relating not only to 
the characteristic of God, but also to the result of that corresponding double 
in the human realm.  “Peace” is a state of our being of which God is the 
origin.  Its partner, “concord” is the continuing result of God’s provision of 
peace in human relationships.  Again, in the second doublet, the “perfect 
freedom” that results from centeredness on God’s service is the content of 
the experience of “eternal life“. 

     Thus the opening of the collect presents a complex, balanced, account of 
the relation between human existence and the nature and action of God.  
Note that the first element of each doublet addresses condition (author, 
lover, knower, server) while the second element describes action based on 
the first.  To be the origin of peace implies loving the result of peace, that 
is, concord.  To know God truly implies serving God freely.  Therefore 
there is a movement in the texture of the opening phrase from being to 
acting.  This movement is a part of the collect’s description of divine 
existence and of the impact of that existence on human beings.  Because it is 
the nature of love to move from being to acting, it is the nature of God to 
do so. 

     Note that both “concord” and “perfect freedom” describe relations, not 
just conditions of being.  Concord can exist only between two or more 



parties, even if one of them is a different aspect of the self.  Freedom, by 
definition, requires a relation between an entity and something else, such 
that we are either not controlled by the other or are able to achieve the other 
(freedom is not just from X, but also “in order to do or be X”).

     Eternal life is described in a supra-temporal way.  It is neither a result 
of time passing, nor at the end of any period of time, such as a human life, 
but it is a characteristic of the divine human relationship itself.  To be 
related to God in a responsive rather than an unresponsive way is to be in 
eternal life.  The nature of God is such so that to know means to respond.

     Freedom is also defined in terms of relationship, not isolated decision.  
The perfect freedom of serving God parallels the eternal life we experience 
in knowing God.  Thus Christian freedom is in knowing and responding, 
not in deciding about and therefore controlling.  

    On the human side, we, also, are compounded of being and action; of 
separation and connection.  And the complex paradoxes of God’s being find 
their echoes in us but with this difference: in God, all tensions both exist 
and are resolved at the same time while in us the full resolution is yet to 
come.  In this lack of resolution is a foothold for evil and it is a defense 
against evil that constitutes the second element of the collect, the petition.

Part II.  The Petition in The Collect for Peace

     First, notice that we are not praying for peace as a lack of assault, but 
for the effective divine presence when assault comes.  As is appropriate for 
Morning Prayer, we pray for what is needed to deal with the shocks which 
come in the course of time passing.  We pray for defense in, not freedom 
from.

     “Humble servants”  “Humble” is not a throwaway word, but essential to 
the meaning of the prayer.  To be humble, biblically speaking, is to be 
willing to receive.  To be defended by God we must be willing to receive 
from God.  (We all do receive from God in the sense that he defends our 
being against nothingness.  That we continue in being at all is a result of 
receiving from God.  But spiritual growth consists largely in opening to a 
fuller receiving, in traditional language, a more perfect humility.)

     “assaults of our enemies” All enemies, plural, are representatives of the 



one enemy, singular.  As God’s love expands our being, the one enemy is 
anything that diminishes our or another’s being.  Thus assaults of the enemy 
may be outer: violence, disease, human malice; or they may be inner: 
temptation or ignorance.  The uniting factor is that whether inner or outer 
they assault our being, diminish our life and, therefore, maim our capacity 
to love.  All evil is evil because it dims the image of Christ in us, thereby 
diminishing our capacity to love with the bright light of Christ’s divine 
humanity.

Part III.    The Result Clause

     Like many nifty collects, this one has a result clause that outlines the 
benefit we hope to experience if God grants our prayer.  The result of 
God’s defense is “that we . . . May not fear the power . . .” The desired 
result of this prayer is that we lack fear.  What we won’t fear is specific: the 
power of our adversaries.  That is, we are not to injure our own souls by 
making our enemies into hostile gods.  

     It is extremely important to note that The Collect for Peace does not 
ask God to frustrate the assaults of our enemies or cause them to fail of 
their purpose.  “Defend us … that we … may not fear the power“. The 
defense we ask for is not against the assaults themselves, but against our 
own fear of their power.  The change sought is in us, not in the outside 
world: a transformation from fear to trust even in the face of the disasters 
of loss, failure and death.  Remember, this is a prayer for peace, not one for 
success.

     God’s defense of his people works in strange, awkward, backward, 
unexpected ways.  The resurrection itself defeats the purpose of death not 
by denial, but by inclusion.  All who are resurrected have already 
experienced the power of death.  Death does its worst by trying to exclude 
life, but God overcomes not be excluding death from heaven, but by 
including those who experience death and, therefore, death is a part of their 
lives forever, in heaven.  Sin and death are defeated, not by the substitution 
of virtue, but by the acceptance of our sin into our inner being, and so the 
inclusion in the turning whenever that inner being turns to love.  The 
assaults of our enemies are defeated not by their destruction, but by God’s 
turning us toward love in the presence of the assault, turning the presence of 
the assault in our own being towards love.



     To trust the power of God to turn the assaults of our enemies, as they 
impact us, from fear to love is to be truly defended against all evils.

Prayers for Mission Book of Common Prayer p. 100 -101

     There are three prayers for mission.  Each prayer focuses on a slightly 
different aspect of mission.  The first asks that the mission the church 
adopts may truly serve God.  That is, that we not fritter away God’s gift of 
the church in pursuing secondary ends as if they were primary.  There are 
plenty of self-serving things the church can be about, we need to watch that 
the mission we pursue is God’s mission, not the vain imagination of our 
own hearts.  Thus the focus of this first prayer for mission is on a need for 
self-examination and confession.  We must watch what we are about as we 
set about mission.        

     The second prayer for mission is for those outside the church, that they 
find God.  Note that this petition does not ask for their involvement in the 
institutional church.  That involvement will come, if the church is able to 
receive the guests God sends it, but the foundation of mission is not a 
person’s relation to the church, important as that may be, but his or her 
relation with God.  It is God who converts the heart, not the church or her 
representatives who convert by persuading to membership in a different 
club.  The “fold” into which the nations are to be gathered can only be the 
church invisible in which God holds the poor, the excluded, the 
misunderstood, the lonely, the failed, the victimized, the deceived, close to 
his heart.  We in the institutional church witness to and even occasionally 
participate in that true church - but it surpasses us.  And in the coming 
Kingdom, which we ask for in this prayer, there is no temple because the 
means of knowing God retreat to absence in the face of his true and 
complete presence.  This prayer is bold beyond imagination because in it we 
pray for the death of the church we know in order that God may be utterly 
triumphant. If the focus of the first prayer is confessional, the focus of the 
second is evangelical.

     The third prayer is for an inner evolution in the hearts of God’s people 
which will allow us to witness to a love beyond ourselves.  We love, not in 
order that others may know our love, but that through us they know God’s 
love.  It is not a formally Christian life we seek for them, but that offered 
love, perceived, accepted, incorporated, expressed.  We approach true 
humility when even our love is not the point to the Christian life we seek, 



but that God’s love may be known.  What the other two prayers for mission 
express in terms of the body of faithful people (Prayer 1) and of “all the 
peoples of the earth” (Payer 2) this third prayer expresses in terms of the 
inward lives of God’s people.

     In these three prayers we have the world, marked on one side by the 
vocations and ministry of the church and on the other by the loving 
response of the worshipper.  Ultimately, between the wholeness of the 
corporate body and the uniqueness of the individual heart there is a 
connection that holds the creation before God and, therefore, within the 
hope of his saving action.

The General Thanksgiving
                      Book of Common Payer p. 101

     This entire prayer has only three sentences, each with its distinct focus.

     The first sentence emphasizes the movement from God to us.  We give 
thanks for what we have received, for the motion from God to us.  

     The second sentence emphasizes the movement from us to God: “We 
bless you . . .” But our dependence on God is such that we can only respond 
to him, bless him, by using the gifts he has given us.  Therefore they are 
enumerated: creation, preservation, redemption by Christ, means of 
preserving the knowledge and availability of that redemption through 
history, and hope for the goal toward which all this points.  Each of these is 
a divine gift to be used responsively.  The Christian cannot possess creation, 
but only receive it in order to give it again.  The Christian cannot hoard his 
life, but only receive it in order to give it again.  The contrast between the 
foundation of Christian existence and the foundation of market existence is 
that in Christian existence nothing is owned, reality is receiving and giving 
not possessing and, therefore, excluding.

      So in sentence one we give thanks for what we have received.  In 
sentence two we use what we receive to respond to God.  Sentence three 
addresses the needed wholeness of our response to God.  One way of 
putting this is that it joins the liturgical action of Morning Prayer to the 
action of the rest of life.  “. . .  not only with our lips but in our lives . . .”  
What we say in prayer is what we are to be in existence.  In the unity of 
prayer and being wholeness is achieved.



     “Giving up ourselves . . .” This ties Morning Prayer to the Eucharist, 
in which the sacrifice we pray here to be enabled to make is actually offered 
(presented) to God.  What we ask for in Morning Prayer is what we are 
empowered to do in the Eucharist: give ourselves into God’s service.  At 
the end and climax of Morning Prayer we find a movement into 
Eucharistic action.  Thus Morning Prayer touches life in the world on one 
side and life in formal worship on the other.  This rhetorical bridge is 
preparation for the sacramental bridge we discover in the Eucharist. 

   Now that the structure and direction of the prayer is established, we 
return to the beginning to consider some phrases in detail.

“We your unworthy servants . . .”  
     This is not groveling, but a necessary precondition for giving thanks.  
We do not legitimately thank for receiving our own and what we deserve.  
Love is never a matter of deserving, but of freedom.  God’s love comes by 
means of grace, not justice.  Our response needs to be thanksgiving, not an 
attempt to balance the books of justice.  The truly thankful response is one 
freely given and therefore not motivated by questions of deserving.  Even 
to try to deserve God’s response to us is to make God all justice and no 
mercy.  This would contradict the very form of address with which The 
General Thanksgiving begins, “Almighty God, Father of all mercies . . .”

     This is breathtakingly radical.  It does nothing less than propose a new 
basis for human existence and for our relation with God.  Our very 
existence, including our moral existence, is a response to mercy, not an 
attempt to deserve a positive response.  It is the presentation in prayer of the 
inclusiveness of Jesus in which the undeserving, the ignored, the perceived 
as worthless receive the mercy of God and become, forever, his family.

“and to all whom you have made”
     Our thanksgiving, as church, is not just for ourselves and what we 
receive, but for all, for all the grace of God given to all the universe, now 
and forever, from beginning to end, throughout all space and all time.  The 
church stands as witness to the fullness of God’s love.  In other words, we, 
as part of the church, are not a private enterprise, but witnesses to and 
proclaimers of a universal love to a universal reality.  The foundation of a 
Christian relation to science may be here - in the church’s witness to God’s 
love for the universe, every atom of it.



“creation, preservation and all the blessings of this life”
     This provides us with a tool for understanding the differentiated content 
of our thanksgiving.  In theological language, that we are derives from 
God, that we continue to be derives from God, and that there is community 
and joy, life and light in the midst of sorrow and darkness and the fear of 
death is from God.  The blessings of this life are not just good things 
received, but evidence of the working out of a love which will bring us all 
to the heavenly table.  Without the blessings of this life, our creation and 
preservation would be intolerable, without evidence of joy to come.  The 
beauty and wonder of creation does not so much prove the existence of God 
as witness to God’s ultimate intention for us.  

“but above all for . . .”
     This is the climax of thankfulness, the thanks in which all our 
relationships and responses find their foundation and meaning.  A universal 
panorama of God’s action is presented.  The “redemption of the world by 
our Lord Jesus Christ” is a past action available in the present.  The “means 
of grace” are the modes of that past redemption’s presence to us, 
particularly the sacraments and the life of the church.  The “hope of glory” 
is our experience of the trajectory of redemption, working itself out in the 
present, through the means of grace, with respect to that which is to come. 
So hope is not a wish for something, but the evidence of its coming in our 
experience of the present.  We hope for glory precisely because of our 
experience of redemption through our use of the means of grace.  That 
which is, in our worship, is that which is to come for all the universe.

“give us such an awareness of your mercies”
     This deals with the question of the role of humanity’s special gift of 
self-consciousness, especially self-consciousness in the Christian life.  The 
key here is response.  We are “to show forth your praise” both in formal 
worship and in the rest of life - which is to become in reality what formal 
worship is in symbol.   In both places, as God responds to us with mercy, so 
we respond to God with thankful hearts working out their thankfulness in 
both worship by the community and in lives of service, holiness and 
righteousness.  As God is included in our lives by means of his mercy and 
especially the means of grace, so we are included in God’s life through our 
response of praise, holiness and righteousness.  Worship is a cycle, we do 
not just receive from God, but God receives from us.  God offers first, but 



humans are intended to be more than sink holes into which grace flows and 
disappears.  And so the great circle is completed: from God to us by means 
of grace, from us to God by means of praise.  In the movement of this 
circle of mutual response is everlasting life.

A Payer of Saint Chrysostom
     Book of Common Prayer p. 102

     This prayer is a summary of the service of Morning Prayer, and we 
summarize the service by prayer for the impact of its totality in our lives.

     The prayer begins with a double thanksgiving.  First, we give thanks we 
can pray at this one concrete, specific time - “. . . at this time . . .”.  
Second, we pray in this one community, using the one instrument, 
“common supplication”, which provides a unity among our individualities, 
“with one accord”.  We thus close the service with a thanksgiving for the 
prayer and praise of the service itself and trace our ability to use these tools 
of worship back to their source in God as we pray “You have given us 
grace”.

     As a side comment, it is well to remember that plenty of Christians are 
not able to pray at specific times and have to make their prayers at other’s 
convenience or are not able to pray intentionally at all and must rely on the 
prayers of the body of Christ.  Those who are prisoners, those in servitude 
to others, those whose consciousness is sporadic may not be able to choose 
the pattern of their prayer.  Those in comas, in the later stages of dementias, 
in significant pain, in the grip of grief or the after-effects of trauma may 
not be able to pray freely and must rely on the prayer of the body of Christ.  
To be able to pray regularly, according to a discipline, an ordo, is a 
freedom and privilege for which thanks are utterly appropriate.

     To continue the side comment, it is appropriate to give thanks for our 
ability to offer prayer in common.  The mere fact of shared prayer 
according to a form we all agree to use is a reflection of that coming unity 
when we all gather around the same table in the Kingdom of God and all 
our diversities are united in common adoration of the Lamb.  When I think 
of the differences in age, in culture, in social and political outlook, in 
theological conviction and ethical stance that mark most congregations it is 
a miracle of grace that a common form of prayer has been given to us 
which unites rather than divides us.   That in this time and place, when the 



service of Morning Prayer is taking place, to have the liberty bestowed by 
such a form is a matter for immense thankfulness for a near miraculous 
situation all too often taken for granted.

      So let us be thankful for our foundational freedoms and for the 
privileges which ease our relation with God and allow us to provide prayer 
on behalf of those who lack those foundations and from whom the working 
out of the Fall has wrested the ability to pray in community using a form of 
prayer derived from that community’s dialog with the Holy Spirit. 

     Thus the service closes with a terrifying assertion of our uniqueness. We 
give thanks for our ability to pray now and with these specific people, but 
the implication is that this prayer is a model and as we do here and now so 
should we do everywhere and always.  By giving thanks for the particular, 
for the ability to pray in this time and place, the existence and demand of 
the universal is referenced.  Morning Prayer is linked to a condition of 
being, being in prayer, of which the specific prayers of time and even the 
sacraments themselves are the tips of islands, pushed above the constantly 
moving surface of a river and giving points of security and reference in its 
constantly changing waters.  Who we are in worship (In relation to God, in 
terms of life orientation and in basic values) is who we are to be forever.  
Prayer is the river itself, and not only the island reference points within it.

     The prayer then proceeds to a double petition, that the Lord will “. . . 
fulfill . . . our desires and petitions.”  Petitions are named needs, specific 
situations or conditions in history that require attention.  Desires are 
directions of movement, sometimes unconscious, that organize vast tracts of 
our lives in relation to particular ends.  We may petition for healing of a 
specific illness for a specific person, but we desire wholeness for all God’s 
creatures.  In back of each specific petition lies a loving desire.  The 
relation between petition and desire is, in the world of prayer, similar to the 
relation between the concrete and the universal in the world of philosophy.  
Wholeness, salvation involves the combination of both.

     I shouldn’t have to mention, but perhaps it would be wise to, that the 
whole of our existence, that of which we are aware and that which we do 
not know, is appropriate for prayer.  Since we cannot name that of which 
we are unaware, to name our incomplete awareness is essential in offering 
our whole selves to God.  We need “knowledge of your truth” precisely 
because we do not have it and prayer applies to what we don’t know we 



lack as well as what we do know we lack.

 The Closings
               Book of Common Prayer p. 102

    The use of a closing sentence is optional.  All the rubrics concerning 
them include the permissive but not required sense conveyed by “may”.

Closing I

“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all evermore. Amen   2 
Corinthians 13:14”

   This first closing is a prayer for the Trinitarian presence of God.  Each 
person of the divine nature identified with a particular expression of divine 
being: grace with Jesus, love with God (presumably the Father, although 
not named as such), and fellowship with the Holy Spirit.

   Now for a slight digression, but an important one, on the use of biblical 
texts in liturgy.  The problem is, are multiple meanings permissible or are 
we confined to the historical meaning of a text? If we treat this closing 
historically, it is important not to read a developed Trinitarian theology into 
it.  But I believe we can be freer in our devotional use of the quotation.  In 
liturgy and worship, the question is not only the meaning of the passage to 
its author but also its possible meaning to us since we are its current users 
and we are using the text not only as an historical artifact but also as a 
living expression of meaning.  Thus the text gathers meaning from every set 
of historical circumstances through which it passes.  A biblical text has 
attached to it not only the understanding of its author, but also the 
understanding of each serious subsequent interpreter of the text.  This is not 
to say that every interpretation of a text is true, but that every interpretation 
of a text is potentially instructional.  In a profound way, a text is the history 
of its interpretation.  

     This is the application of the doctrine of the communion of saints to the 
interpretation of Christian texts.  Our love for the other members of the 
body is expressed in our attempts to take their understanding of God and his 



work seriously.  The interpretation of a biblical text is a gift of meaning to 
other members of the body.  We are unified in this giving and receiving, in 
agreement that these texts, these doctrines, these possibilities for 
interpretation are the ones that count.  We are not unified in agreement on 
the necessary exact interpretation of the contents of the gifts, although the 
discovery of agreement is a matter for rejoicing.  In short, our unity is that 
of receiving God’s Word and understanding that it is precisely that, 
receiving the Word, that we are doing.  We are not united by agreeing 
about what the word we receive means.  We are unified in the receiving of 
the Gift, not in the methods used in unwrapping it.

     Each set of meanings attached to a text, the original and subsequent, is 
both concrete and fluid, concrete with regard to the text as gift from the 
past, but remaining fluid in regard to current usage since the present (for 
Christians) is not merely derivative from the past, but includes novelty.  
Therefore, in the use of liturgical texts we are faced with the challenge of 
faithfulness to the past, of seriously attempting, to the best of our abilities, 
to understand the meaning of the text to others who have used it.  We are 
also faced with the responsibility of using that history of interpretation to 
express in our own day, the grace which comes from Christ, the love of 
God and the fellowship of the Spirit.  Thus the present of the text is fluid, 
while the past of the text is fixed.  The past of a text sets non-determinative 
but guiding limits to its present.

     In asking, at the end of Morning Prayer, for the continuing presence of 
grace, love and fellowship, we are asking for the ability to continue to work 
the gift of revelation, including the gifts of the interpretation of revelation 
by all the saints, into the stuff of our own lives.  May what we symbolize in 
this service of worship be what we are in our lives outside this worship.  
May the presence of revelation continue to shape our being until all is done 
as God would have it done.  

    Now a bit on the Trinitarian content of this closing quotation now that 
I’ve addressed the question of whether or not we can appeal to Trinitarian 
doctrine in the interpretation of what was originally a non-Trinitarian text. 

      The grace of Christ is the specific effect in history of God offering his 
love.  All love is specifically expressed, a generalized love, without a 
specific object loved, is meaningless.  Christ is the specificity of the 
expression of God’s love to his creation.  This is why, as the prolog to 



John’s gospel puts it, Christ was in the beginning with the Father and 
through him all things were made.  The love of God is God’s love for us, 
more than our love for God - although that is not excluded.  The original 
orientation of the most fundamental of all realities which everlastingly 
results in the grace of Christ expressed into the world is the love of God.  
The fellowship of the Spirit is the continuing presence of love (God the 
Farther) expressed in the concrete and historical reality of the creation by 
Jesus (God the Son) in all specific moments or our lives and of all lives.

     Thus this closing is profoundly monotheistic - everything in existence is 
to be centered around the Trinitarian formulation of the reality of God in 
our lives and in all lives.

Closing 2

     “May the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace in believing through 
the power of the Holy Spirit.   Romans 15:13”

    Joy and peace are the results of a hope coming from God.  All joy and 
peace which does not have its origin in God is deceptive.  These things 
come to us in the power of the Spirit, that is, in the experience of God’s 
presence.  Note that we do not believe in order that the Holy Spirit may 
come, but the Holy Spirit comes in order that we may believe.  God’s 
action is initiatory, ours is responsive.

     This closing is oriented toward times of distress when the power of God 
to overcome the world needs to be fixed in our hearts.  Joy and peace are 
what we take into the world with us.  This closing is more specific as to the 
result of God’s presence with us than the first Ending which focuses on 
God’s presence with us in a more general way.

Closing 3

     “Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than 
we can ask or imagine: Glory to him from generation to generation in the 
Church, and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever.  Ephesians 3:20, 21”

     This final closing is distinct in that it is a proclamation, not a petition as 
are the first two.  It is also different in that the other two closings start with 
the action of God moving toward us.  This one beings in our interior life 



and explores the results of God’s presence there.  Therefore the first two 
closings emphasize a movement from God to us, this third one a movement 
from us to God.   Instead of “be with” and “fill” - God’s actions toward us, 
it is “glorify”, our action towards God.

     God’s power is working in us in two forms: in the church as institution 
and historical reality and in Christ as present in our inner lives.  Each is a 
part of the other and yet distinguishable from the other.  The church as 
institution and historical reality can glorify God because Christ is working 
in it, and the presence of Christ Jesus in our inner lives is possible because 
of the work of Christ in the institution and history of the church. But 
without the presence of Christ through the Spirit in our inner and individual 
lives the history of the church becomes meaningless, or perhaps even tragic 
as are things which do not fulfill their intended ends.  Christ in the church 
feeds Christ in us.  Christ in us completes the purpose of Christ in the 
church and gives the general and universal that concrete expression which is 
essential to the reality of love.  

    And the glorification of love is the purpose of Morning Prayer.   Hence 
the appropriateness of this closing.  


