
The Second Sermon on Morning Prayer

     Well, it’s a shame to give up a chance to preach on those glorious lessons.  I’m particularly 
reluctant to lose an opportunity to set Matthew straight on John the Baptist, but that will have to 
wait for another day.  I promised you four consecutive talks introducing Morning Prayer.  This is 
the second. The first was a general introduction.   This talk will cover the first part of the service: 
the opening sentences and the material clustering around the confession-absolution.  So I suggest 
that you lay hands on The Book of Common Prayer, which ought to be hiding somewhere around 
your chair.  Turn to page 75.

    Notice that in the bottom right hand corner of the page it says Morning Prayer II.  That’s 
because there is a Morning Prayer I, in another place (p. 37).  The difference between them is 
mainly language.  Morning Prayer I uses more traditionally “religious” language, Morning Prayer 
II, while hardly in contemporary language, doesn’t use the “thees” and the “thous.”  There are other 
differences, some structural and some theological.  If you’d like to go into them sometime, we can, 
but now I want to focus on the large scale features.

    So, two forms of Morning Prayer and, when you lead Morning Prayer, make sure to tell people 
which form they are using.

   At the beginning of the printed service, there are four pages of Opening Sentences, divided 
according to the seasons of the church year.  At the end, there is a catch all section, titled “At Any 
Time” which is a good catch all title.  From this perhaps overwhelming jungle of possibilities, the 
leader picks one or two sentences, depending on the season of the church’s year, the themes of the 
lessons to be read, what have you.  These sentences are designed to help us prepare for worship.  
Think about these opening sentences, (and also the Confession-Absolution) as a separate part of 
Morning Prayer which is not part of the worship proper, but is designed to help us get ready for 
worship.  It’s like a precis at the beginning of an article: a short summary of what we are going to 
be up to.

     Look at the sentences for Advent Season. The first is, “Watch, for you do not know when the 
master of the house will come . . .” A theme of watching.  The second one, “In the wilderness 
prepare the way of the Lord . . .” That’s today.  Had I been reading Morning Prayer today, I would 
have used this sentence.  It helps us focus on that theme of preparation, so prominent in today’s 
Biblical readings.  The third is, “The glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it 
together.”  What Sunday of Advent would that sentence suit?  

Congregation: Four

    Yes, because the readings for Advent IV relate directly to the birth of Jesus and in that birth to 
the full revelation of God.  So these opening sentences are designed to give us a way to understand 
that which follows, to set the service in the framework of the church’s year as well as the time of 
day, to tie our worship directly to our scriptural roots.



    A couple of miscellaneous facts about opening sentences.
    First, they are a modern custom.  They are not immemorially ancient.  You would not have 

found St. Alban using them in the 3rd century.  And they are very Anglican in spirit.  Notice that 
every one of them (except one for Easter) is a quotation from scripture.  Scripture is being used to 
set the theme of worship.  I think this use of scripture to set the theme makes worship more 
biblically based then simply reading long passages of scripture during the service.  Scripture in the 
context of the passing of time is more relevant than scripture isolated.  Clearly, that which tells you 
where the center is and where you are going is primary.  And that’s the function of these opening 
sentences, when they are used.  Notice that their use is optional.  

    Let’s go on to the next three items which prepare us for worship.  They all have to do with 
reconciliation, primarily reconciliation with God.  These begin on page 79 with the Invitation to 
Confession.  It begins, ‘Dearly beloved, we have come together in the presence of Almighty 
God . . .” Inside the Invitation to Confession you will find a statement that we are preparing for 
worship.  “. . . and so that we may prepare ourselves in heart and mind to worship him, let us 
kneel in silence and with penitent and obedient hearts confess our sins, that we may obtain 
forgiveness by his infinite goodness and mercy.”  Again, a statement that this is preparation for 
worship and not yet worship itself.  

     Also note that this introduction lists the three parts of Morning Prayer, and, incidentally, of all 
services having to do with the sanctification of time.  It’s in the first sentence, “Dearly beloved, we 
have come together . . . to set forth his praise, to hear his holy Word, and to ask, for ourselves and 
on behalf of others, those things that are necessary . . .”  Those are the three parts of the service: 
praise, instruction, and prayer.  Once you get that threefold structure in mind, you have the key 
to understanding Morning Prayer, Noonday Prayer, Evening Prayer, Compline, the whole 
shebang, because they are all built on this simple, straight forward three fold pattern.

     The question frequently arises, and it’s important: What is the purpose of this confession? 
Since there’s not time during the service to do an adequate self-examination, what’s the point to it?  
Confession establishes, before worship begins, the proper relation among the elements involved in 
worship, that is, God and ourselves.  Without something like a confession, a community can lose 
its sense of direction, that we are traveling, as John Bunyan put it, from the City of Destruction to 
the City of God, from the isolation of the individual units of a fallen humanity to the diverse unity 
of participation in the Body of Christ, which is, by the way, reflective of the diverse unity of the 
triune life of God himself.  Without a sense of movement in our own inner lives from the one 
towards the other, worship can become stale and meaningless.  The purpose of confession is not to 
convince you you’re awful, although the church has sometimes cast it in such a role, but to provide 
that inner movement which is necessary to keep us involved in this shared journey.  That’s one 
good reason for confession.  The confession is, itself, clear about that.  See the second to the last 
line from the bottom of the page,   “. . . That we may delight in your will . . .” So one purpose of 
confession is joy.  And that “. . . we may walk in your ways . . .,” that we keep on with this 



journey.  So the results of confession are to be delight and a sense of direction and purpose.  If 
those things are absent following confession, then, bluntly, you’re better off not doing it, at least 
until you can figure out why the proper effect isn’t materializing.
     Now the central request of confession is always that God change us or allow us to change.  
That’s not too hard to understand because even a prayer of adoration lifts us toward some sort of 
conformation to the divine image and thus changes us.  If the change of the image of God in us into 
a closer conformation to God is not the point of worship, I don’t see one.  So the question 
confession asks is, “Who are we that we need to ask God to change us?”  Not so much what have 
we done that’s wrong according to the great list in the sky, but who are we that we need to ask 
God to co-operate in the process of change?  In all confession, the identity of the confessor and its 
possible transformation is the point.  To know our true selves is to prepare ourselves to know a 
God capable of loving what we are.  Confession is not to know our sin as an isolated thing, but to 
know our true selves so we can know what God loves. And thus we know who God is by 
knowing that which God loves.  

     This may be a slightly different way of thinking about the purposes behind confession.  I 
suggest it be considered.

     The forms of confession we use in Episcopalian services frequently feel, to sensitive people, a 
bit inadequate because there’s no time within the service itself to seriously examine oneself and 
give this form of confession specific content.  I’m glad people have trouble with this, because if 
they were quick enough to articulate their failings and faults in the time given between the 
beginning and the end of the Confession I’d be more than a bit suspicious of their mental health.  
When these services were first created in the 1540's, Cranmer assumed that liturgical confessions 
would be the sum of a previous and private self-examination.  The real work was done before the 
service.  The forms to be used to do this work were frequently bound with Books of Common 
Prayer even though they were not an official part of the service.  If you look at the 1697 Book of 
Common Prayer I have in the parish hall, you will discover 18 pages of material for self-
examination, intended to be used privately before services. 

      Partially, this sense of inadequacy is an historical accident.  Partially, it’s the result of a failure 
of the church to connect private life and public worship, and partially, it’s a reminder that 
sometimes, in remembering who we are, we don’t have to be too specific and too complete.  I 
know the tenor of my relationship with other people, without having to name the specific items 
which make that tenor what it is.  I need not remember every instance of procrastination to know 
that it marks my relation with God and my fellow human beings and, therefore I must confess it.  
So confession asks us to recognize the tenor of our relationship with God, not just the specific 
items of sin. 

      For those of you who remember the Order of Confession in the 1928 Book of Common 
Prayer, there have been two changes in our present format, two things left out.  First, the statement 
that there’s “no health in us” bit the dust.  This was dropped for theological reasons.  The 
Episcopal Church does not accept the Calvinistic doctrine of total depravity, this sentence seemed 



to indicate that we did.  So it was dropped because it gives an incorrect idea of the doctrinal 
position of the Episcopal Church.  The Episcopal Church understands salvation is a cooperative 
process between God and human beings.  It does not understand it as something to which humans 
make no contribution whatsoever.  The doctrine of total depravity sees salvation as a process to 
which human beings make no contribution, it’s all from God’s side.  The Episcopal Church does 
not accept that, so the sentence was dropped because it seemed to indicate we might.

    The second dumped phrase was “miserable offenders.”  I was delighted to see that one go. The 
problem was not just bad theology, but also changes in the English language.   To us the word 
“miserable” denotes a subjective condition about how one is feeling.  But to Cranmer and those of 
his age, “miserable” denoted an objective condition, an objective statement of the one’s condition 
before God.  Since the words no longer communicate what Cranmer meant when he used them, we 
need to change the words.  Worship and language are both like that.  As language changes, what 
we say in worship needs to change also.  

    This is an example of change for the sake of intelligibility, one of the reasons given in the 
Introduction to the BCP which justifies changes in liturgy.  (By the way, if you read the 

introduction you find expressed, in rather gorgeous 18th century prose, the principles governing 
liturgical change.  It was one of the greatest irritations I’ve suffered in the church, that when the 
church was fighting about a revised BCP, nobody recommended that congregations read what the 
Episcopal Church had said about itself and its liturgy at its very founding – that there were times 
and conditions when it was not only permissible but morally incumbent on us to change our forms 
of worship.  They gave a list of conditions justifying change.  Instead of fighting about the 
changes, we ought to have analyzed them in terms of their correspondence to the conditions listed 
in the Introduction to The Book of Common Prayer.  But it wasn’t often done. Despite our vaunted 
respect for tradition, do we know our own story well enough to know our traditions truly?  I have 
now indulged my decades old frustration.

   Now, if we look at the Confession itself we find two slightly incompatible images for sin. 1. Sin 
is straying from the way.  2. It is also an offense against law. This use of multiple and incompatible 
images is Anglican to the core. Thus God is the judge who gives meaning and structure to our lives 
and sin is getting outside that structure.  Sin is also departing from an awareness and focus on the 
ultimate goal of life.  One image does not trump the other, and it’s important to understand the 
process of confession as an interplay between these two notions.  Both images are needed.  The 
image of staying on the path keeps us from getting too absorbed with moral minutiae, which 
Christians have sometimes done.  The image of offense against the law points to the fact that 
sometimes we need to be obedient even if we don’t quite understand what’s going on around us.  
All of you who have raised children are aware of this.  You sometimes need to ask for the child’s 
obedience even if the child doesn’t understand what’s going on.  We think it’s quite natural and 
appropriate to ask such obedience of a child; but when God asks a similar obedience of us we can 
sometimes have a rather childish reaction.



     This does not take place outside the realm of reason.  To say that there may be a reason for a 
moral rule which I don’t understand is not the same thing as to say that there is no discoverable 
reason for a moral rule.  It’s a matter of education.  God is not irrational (supra rational, sometimes, 
but not irrational) and his reason can be discovered by those who seek.

     I also draw your attention to the mention of sins of both commission and omission.   American 
Christianity reflects American culture.  We tend to be interested in what people do.  Consequently 
we tend of see sin in terms of action, of that which is done.  Yet the most disastrous of policies and 
behaviors are frequently refusals to respond.  It is in withdrawal and silence that hate finds its most 
perfect expression.  Destruction can be accomplished as easily and completely by a refusal of 
connection and by abandonment than by hostile action.  The longest running scars in American 
politics arise from a refusal to recognize connection and responsibility.  Our treatment of most 
minorities is based on a refusal to recognize and is a sin of omission.  And these scars run deep 
and long.  These need just as much attention as what we do.  Our church’s confession asks us to 
be balanced, to examine ourselves for the destructive silences in our moral life as well as its 
destructive acts.

   Now a theory of confession, which I confess is just Jon Goman.  Confession is rather like a 
pivot.  Our present lives come out of the past with a lot of baggage, the past makes great baggage.  
There’s sin and failure as well as a lot of spiritual, emotional and intellectual junk.  We confess that 
we have all this clinging to us, and the Confession turns the direction of our lives towards God. It 
can’t help it since that’s who we’re talking to during it.  This takes everything which we include in 
the process of confession and relates it to God – all that junk.  Confession enables our worship by 
changing our present from one in which the junk was private, personal and ours to a future in 
which our junk is not just ours, but is also God’s.  We have chosen to share it and he has chosen to 
accept it, as he has promised.  And that’s change.  We emerge from the past, in confession we 
share that past with God.  Its acceptance by God changes the past from unrelated to related.  It is 
the relation of our sin to God that makes change possible.  If I’m focused simply on preserving my 
sin in my private inwardness it’s unlikely that anything much will be done with it.  When it is 
shared with another then creation can begin again.  And so we proceed to worship God following 
confession because we know the meaning of our past has been changed by relating it to God.  
That, I think, is what’s going on in confession.

    Now, almost done.  A quick look at the absolution.  In absolution, four things happen, not just 
one.
 1.  Our Relationship with God is restored.

2. Our own feelings and intentions are recognized and accepted.
3. As a result of change in our relationship with God and our recognition of our feelings,      
intentions and actions, the nature of our lives can change in a way it can’t without that      
recognition.
4.  Finally, we are encouraged in perseverance, even though we don’t get to escape the       
results of what our lives have been.  We have to deal with what we’ve been.  The             
consolation of the Spirit is the giving of a hope that the meaning of what we’ve been       



can change, even while we endure its unescapable effects. 

OK.  That’s enough of that.  Please stand for the prayers of the people. 

   


