
                      NOONDAY PRAYER: NOTES FOR LAY READERS

     Noonday Prayer is a short service that grew out of the three “little hours” of the 
monastic worship day: Terce, Sext and None.  This means Noonday Prayer is suitable not 
only for noon, but for any time between 10 A.M. and 2:30 or 3:00 P.M.
It is an example of the Cranmerian principle of rite construction: take the best of what is 
available, condense, simplify and alter to meet contemporary needs, but alter only in light of 
a sound theory of liturgical practice.  

     This service has two main purposes.  First, it provides a form of liturgical worship not 
requiring a priest or church building that can be used by small groups of lay Christians 
whenever and wherever they meet and need the church’s prayer. It is therefore a service 
intending the liturgical extension of the church into the world by the laity.  

     Standard practice is to speak the service.  Chant settings have been prepared for it, but 
are not frequently used, despite their simplicity, except in cathedrals and some cardinal 
parishes.  (There are always exceptions.  I have been with one priest who chanted the 
service by memory from the top of Castle Peak in the Tatoosh Range.)

     The second purpose for the service is to provide an approved form for private devotion 
in the middle of the day.    

     Thematically, the service is built around what a Christian needs to hear and pray for in 
the middle of an active day.  Morning Prayer focuses on preparation and beginning.  
Evening prayer dwells on winding down.  Compline is for endings.  Noonday Prayer is, 
therefore, appropriate for times when there is still work to do, decisions to make, 
temptations to resist, love to express, Christ to receive and to represent.

     The specific theme of Noonday Prayer is the presence of God in the world with us while 
we are struggling and in need of his guidance, in particular the guidance afforded by his 
Passion.  Our struggle and need is reflected in the opening versicle and response: 
V.   O God, make speed to save us. 
R.   O Lord, make haste to help us.

  The second element in the service is a recitation from the Psalter.  Three possibilities are 
printed in the BCP.  Psalm 119 presents God as sustaining and guiding.  Psalm 121 
addresses God as the origin of our strength and confidence at all times, in all places and 
during all circumstances.  Psalm 126 encourages hope in the midst of disappointment and 
ties the past fulfillment of God’s promises to our future and our hope.  These themes are 
clearly fitting for persons actively engaged in the world.

    As we praise God in these psalms we are reminded of the divine dimensions of our 
personal struggles and needs.  All relates to God: duty and obedience; hope and 



helplessness; fear, failure, vindication and, finally, that sense that there is someplace to go 
utterly worth the going. And that is the purpose of the Episcopal Church’s services for the 
sanctification of passing time: to ground in the ultimate the changing situations we face and 
the lives we live and to give us means, alone and with others, to express that grounding.

     The short scripture readings forming the second element of the service have been 
carefully chosen to present three aspects of God’s relating.  Romans 5:5 addresses God’s 
relation to us through the Holy Spirit.  2 Corinthians 5:17-18 addresses God’s relation to us 
in reconciliation, and therefore our relation to others through the same means.  Malachi 
1:11 further unrolls the canvass to disclose God’s relation to the whole world.  Each of 
these readings relates God to an aspect of active human life – he is our interior ground (the 
Holy Spirit in our hearts), he is in our relationships with others (the ministry of 
reconciliation), and he is the root and goal of our connection with all the world. 

      The intercessory collects parallel the readings.  Collect one asks for guidance by means 
of the Spirit, a clear connection with the first reading.  Collect two addresses the means and 
cost of reconciliation and what we may hope for from it, a clear connection to the second 
reading.  Collect three clearly parallels the third reading.  The final collect is eschatological, 
asking that in our present existence we find some of the peace and unity characterizing the 
relation between Christ and creation at the end.  Instead of praying that we eventually 
reach the ultimate, we pray that we experience the ultimate here, now, in the middle of 
whatever it is that we’re up to.  Thus the divine humanity of Jesus is behind the whole 
service.  He is the here and now of God in this world.  This final collect introduces a sense of 
ultimate meaning into the confusing meanings we experience during an active day.  It is 
clearly related to the theme of Psalm 126, the last psalm selection.

     Noonday Prayer begins with a cry of human need and ends with the heavenly City.  As 
Lay Readers it is your task to internalize this movement so that when you lead this service 
you offer to draw others into the journey, led by Christ, from  desperation to joy.

Pastoral and Performance Notes

1. The Order for Noonday Prayer has a simple structure: psalm, reading, prayer.  The 
responses are easy to learn by heart.  It is, therefore, a useful service for situations in 
which there are few or no BCP’s, such as hikes, home meetings, parish outings.  The 
service also works any time people are tired or distracted and need simplicity of form 
and content that grounds them and their struggles in God.  The service can be 
printed on light cardboard and kept available for easy use.

2. Immediately following the opening versicle, response and doxology a hymn may be 
sung.  This is optional.  In circumstances where it is possible to sing a hymn the old 
office hymns from terce, sext and none are found in the Hymnal 1982 # 12-22 and in 
the Hymnal of 1940 # 160-162.  Although you are in no way limited to these they do 
have the advantage of spiritual appropriateness to the service and the condition of 



the congregation.  They also acquaint people with a section of the church’s treasury 
of song they are unlikely to meet in other circumstances.

3. Note that the rubrics allow a wider selection of psalms than those printed in the 
BCP. Familiarity will enable you to make appropriate choice.  

4. Notice that the rubrics allow you to pick any suitable passage of scripture.  The ones 
printed are merely appropriate suggestions.  For a community using Noonday 
Prayer regularly, you might want to consider using a part of the Daily Office 
Lectionary.  

5. There is time for a meditation, either silent or spoken, following the reading.  This 
meditation is optional and whether the service is better with or without it requires 
careful thought.  Keep the length of any spoken remarks appropriate to the overall 
length of the service and be aware of the time constraints of the congregation.  
Remember, to address a congregation during a BCP service requires the permission 
of your rector, vicar or priest-in-charge. 

6. When the rubric at the top of page 107 says “. . . one of the following collects.” It 
means, in accordance with traditional BCP usage, at least one of the following 
collects.  I suggest the choice of the one consistent with the psalm and reading 
selection.

7. Immediately before the dismissal is a space for free intercessions.  In BCP usage the 
distinction between “free” and “authorized” intercessions is important.  Authorized 
intercessions means authorized either by the National Church or your local ordinary 
(bishop, usually).  The term “free intercessions” refers to prayer felt appropriate not 
only by the officiant, but also by members of the congregation.  It does, however, 
need to be distinguished from personal prayer in which one is free to continue to the 
point of divine boredom.  If this provision is to be used, I suggest a very few prayers 
carefully chosen in light of the particular needs, concerns and conditions of the 
praying community.      

8. Finally, I suggest a comparison of Noonday Prayer with the BCP’s Daily Devotions 
for Individuals and Families: At Noon found on page 138 of the BCP.  This single 
page service is most suitable for private or family devotion but shares the same 
structure as Noonday Prayer.


