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Introduction

The adoption of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer has in many ways revolutionized the life and worship of the Episcopal church.  Yet in other ways, the current prayer book is directly continuous with its predecessors of 1549, 1552, 1559, 1604, 1662, 1789, 1892, and 1928.  Like all of them, it is the chief symbol of the liturgical unity of its national church.  Like all of them, it contains rites for the ongoing public worship of the church, for special days, and for pastoral and episcopal offices, and like most of them it contains the psalter and devotions for individuals and families.  Moreover, it clearly uses much of their material.  In Liturgy for Living, Charles P. Price and Louis Weil write, “Anyone familiar with an American Prayer Book, whether that of 1928 or 1976, would feel at home in [1549’s] first English book” (77).

The revolutionary nature of the 1979 book is not in what it consists of or what it looks like, but in what it says and what it does—in the theology it proclaims by text and by rubric.  In general, three distinctive theological emphases characterize the newest Book of Common Prayer.  First, it is paschal: more than any previous Anglican prayer book, it is grounded in the pasch, the central Christian mystery of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ.  Second, because it is paschal, it is baptismal; it sees baptism as the foundation of the Christian life and community.  Third, because it is baptismal, it is ecclesial; it is not a book for individual contemplative devotion but a book for a congregation of the priestly people of God.
The Paschal Theology of the 1979 Prayer Book

To say that the 1979 prayer book is paschal is to say that its theology is centered in the great mystery that lies at the heart of Christian faith.  The pasch is the hinge on which the gospel rotates, the microcosm of the cosmic story of Christ.  Boone Porter traces multiple layers of meaning in the paschal celebration: the ancient agricultural feast, the liberation from Egypt, the second liberation from Babylon, and (central for Christians) the compressed series of events from Last Supper to arrest to execution to entombment to resurrection which encapsulates the kenotic story of the Word made flesh.  Porter argues that when all these layers are present and mutually inform one another, the pasch is “the fullest expression within time of the transcendent reality of eternity” (60).

The most obvious way in which the 1979 book is paschal is in the revival of the ancient observance of the Triduum.  While Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and “Easter Even” had appeared in earlier calendars, the new book is the first Anglican prayer book to include special rites for these days.  Many Episcopal parishes, influenced by liturgical renewal, had been celebrating Triduum liturgies for decades by 1979—indeed William Sydnor suggests that “every congregation” celebrated most of the Holy Week liturgies, and that “every parish priest formerly had to dig up appropriate material” (119).  But the recovery of these liturgies’ official status makes quite a different statement: this is the heart of the liturgical year, even as the pasch is the heart of Christian faith.  The restored Exsultet proclaims the unique nature of this feast: “How blessed is this night, when earth and heaven are joined and reconciled to God” (BCP 287).

The 1979 book is also paschal in that it is thoroughly eucharistic.  Every eucharistic celebration is a remembering and making present of the first paschal events: “On the night he was handed over to suffering and death, our Lord Jesus Christ took bread . . .” (BCP 362).  As the first Anglican prayer book unequivocally to proclaim that the Eucharist is “the principal act of worship on the Lord’s Day and other major Feasts” (13), this book completes the work attempted by Cranmer and other reformers.  The eucharist on the Lord’s Day is not simply a way of dressing up the Sunday liturgy; Louis Weil argues in “The Pastoral Implementation of Liturgical Principle” that “[t]he primacy of the Eucharist in Christian worship has a radical connection with the very nature of the Church, with what it means to be the Church and to witness to the events which form the central core of its very existence” (30).  The relation of the eucharist to the daily office is analogous to that of the Lord’s Day to the rest of the week, and to that of the Triduum to the rest of the year: it is a focusing and a making present of that which informs everything else.  The substitution of morning prayer for the weekly eucharist does violence to the nature of both eucharist and daily office; in the current prayer book, what has been tacitly permitted (though not outright encouraged) by previous books is no longer so.

The eucharistic nature of the 1979 book is more than rubrical.  The use of the West Syrian pattern for all but one of the anaphorae of Rite II enlivens the church’s eucharistic praying by allowing quite a full treatment of salvation history and a true epiclesis while avoiding any suggestion of re-offering Christ.  James Farwell links the West Syrian structure specifically to the paschal mystery by noting three of its unique features: its reliance on anamnetic remembrance, its honoring of suffering, and its historic scope (81-82).  Farwell also points out that the new book’s eucharistic prayers offer a much more complex view than previously of the human situation: they “hardly ignore sin, but broaden the soteriological concern of Jesus’ work to include poverty, sadness, error, bondage, and the power of death” (81).

On the whole, the tone of the 1979 book is significantly more festive and less thoroughgoingly penitential than that of previous prayer books.  The 1928 anaphora, like those before it, repeatedly emphasizes the unworthiness of the congregation, proclaiming “we are unworthy, through our manifold sins, to offer unto thee any sacrifice” (81)—then adding the prayer of humble access!  While such an emphasis on human unworthiness is certainly appropriate at penitential occasions, its invariable use obscures the paschal joy of a redeemed people.  The 1979 book intentionally offers a fuller spectrum of attitudes.  The rubrics for the congregation’s position during the anaphora are suggestive: in Rite I (which maintains more of the 1928 ethos) the preferred position is kneeling, but standing is permitted; in Rite II the reverse is true.
 Price and Weil speak of the “crystalline character” of time: “No matter how small or how large the crystal, it always has the same shape. . . . We are coming to a similar understanding of time itself, as a result of our experience in Christian worship” (220-1).  Each eucharistic celebration is a smaller instance of the crystal structure of the pasch, which is the crystal structure of the divine mystery itself.  With the 1979 prayer book, Episcopalians have the means to engage that mystery at its various levels over and over, moving ever more deeply into the paschal reality.

The Baptismal Theology of the 1979 Prayer Book

We have seen already that because the 1979 prayer book is paschal, it is eucharistic.  For the same reason, it is also baptismal.  Both baptism and eucharist partake of the nature of the paschal mystery: in baptism, members of the community are incorporated into the crucified and risen Christ, and in eucharist, the baptized community continually re-experiences this identity.  “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (New Revised Standard Version, Rom. 6:3-4).

Baptism is highlighted in the 1979 prayer book in certain obvious practical ways.  The reintroduced Easter Vigil is indissolubly connected to baptism.  It is not accidental that the rite of Holy Baptism appears directly next to the Easter Vigil: “[o]f all times during the year, Easter is the most appropriate for baptism” (Farwell 154).  “On this most holy night, in which our Lord Jesus passed over from death to life” (BCP 285), the newest members of Christ’s body do the same.  Baptism is so fundamental to the nature of the Vigil that it cannot be left out; even in the unfortunate event that there are no candidates for baptism, the rubrics require a renewal of baptismal vows.

Four other occasions are listed in the 1979 book as “especially appropriate” for baptism: Pentecost, All Saints’ Day (or All Saints’ Sunday), the Feast of the Baptism of our Lord (1 Epiphany), or the visitation of a bishop; while baptism at other times is not forbidden, the prayer book’s strong import is that it is best “reserved for these occasions” (312).  Moreover, it is specified that “Holy Baptism is appropriately administered within the Eucharist as the chief service” (298).  The clear thrust of the 1979 book is to highlight baptism by putting it in the context of the principal eucharistic service on great baptismal occasions.  While “private” baptisms attended only by family and friends are not utterly disallowed by this book, they are clearly discouraged.  This is not totally unique; the 1928 book also specifies that “it is most convenient that Baptism should be administered upon Sundays and other Holy Days” (273).  However, the strong association of baptism with baptismal feasts is new to the 1979 book.

Another, more drastic, change in the 1979 book is that adult baptism is treated as normative.  The 1928 book consistently places rubrics referring to children before those referring to adults; its standard term for the candidate is “this Child,” with “this Person” or “this thy Servant” available for substitution when necessary.  The reverse is true in the 1979 book: adults are treated before children, and it is implied that “the candidates unable to answer for themselves” are an exception (301).  The standard term for the candidate is simply the first name.  Weil writes that the new rite “thus conveys the fact that Baptism implies an adult or mature commitment to Jesus Christ.  The practice of infant Baptism grows out of this essential framework—that is, the context of a believing adult community” (“Pastoral Implementation” 24).  To treat adult baptism as the fullest expression of baptism, and infant baptism as derivative of this full expression, is to offer a theology that sees baptism less as the removal of original sin for insurance against damnation than as intentional participation in the dying and rising of Christ.

The baptismal rite itself has been significantly enriched.  Where the 1928 prayer book (like other American prayer books since 1789) simply has the minister ask the candidate, “Dost thou believe all the Articles of the Christian Faith, as contained in the Apostles’ Creed?” (276), the 1979 book restores the full text of the creed and has the entire congregation participate in its affirmation.  The Thanksgiving over the Water is also greatly expanded with imagery of the waters of creation, exodus, and the baptism of Christ.

Perhaps the most drastic change in the 1979 prayer book relating to baptism is the restoration of the ancient link between baptism, chrismation, and first communion.  While confirmation still exists as a separate rite in the 1979 book, and there is a certain ambiguity regarding its relationship to the chrismation in the baptismal rite (see Price and Weil 127-130), the rubrics make it clear that baptism is “full initiation by water and the Holy Spirit into Christ’s Body the Church” (298), while confirmation is “a mature public affirmation of . . . faith” and “the laying on of hands by the bishop” (412).  Most importantly, the rubric specifying that “there shall none be admitted to the Holy Communion, until such time as he be confirmed, or be ready and desirous to be confirmed” (1928 BCP 299) has been removed; baptism is now the only necessary criterion for participation in the eucharist.  This restores the practice of the church in patristic and early medieval times, when even the youngest infants were frequently communicated, and removes the implication that baptism is incomplete without confirmation.

The heightened centrality of baptism in the 1979 book corresponds to the heightened centrality of the eucharist; these two sacraments are complementary parts of the same mystery, which is the paschal mystery of Christ dying and rising, offering himself for the life of the world.

The Ecclesial Theology of the 1979 Prayer Book

Just as it is because the 1979 prayer book is paschal that it is baptismal, so it is because it is baptismal that it is ecclesial.  In baptism, we are incorporated into the death and resurrection of Christ, but not in an individualistic way; instead we are made members of Christ’s Body which is the church, the priestly people of God.

One implication of this is that there is no distinction in status before God among members of the baptized community.  Paul writes to the Galatians that “[t]here is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28).  Gifts and ministries, of course, vary, and all Anglican prayer books have made provision for ordained leadership.  While the 1979 book is no exception, it places a much greater emphasis on the ministry of all the baptized than any previous prayer book.  Various roles are specifically assigned to lay people throughout the book: to give only a few examples, lay people “should normally be assigned the reading of the Lessons ... and may lead the Prayers of the People” (354); the offices may be led by anyone, clergy or lay (36); and lay persons must be included among the presenters of a bishop-elect (513).  By contrast, the 1928 prayer book (following its predecessors) assigns epistle readings to “the Minister appointed” (70); the prayer for the whole state of Christ’s church is read by the priest alone (74); the offices are led by “the Minister” (3); and bishops alone present a bishop-elect (552).  (It is worth noting that while today’s church parlance commonly acknowledges that lay people as well as clergy are “ministers,” this is not the vocabulary that lies behind the 1928 rubrics.)

The desirability of a more participatory liturgy is admittedly historically and culturally conditioned.  A liturgical practice in which the principal “speaking parts” go to bishops, presbyters, and deacons is not incompatible with a vigorous, committed laity, and indeed this situation likely characterized much patristic worship.  However, in a modern (or postmodern) Western context in which democratic social structures are taken for granted, strongly hierarchical patterns of leadership do a poorer job than more flexible ones of communicating the truth that in baptism we are all members of the priestly people of God.  The increased lay participation in the 1979 book is a (somewhat overdue) act of inculturation, and it greatly reduces the Episcopal church’s temptation to the sin of clericalism.
Another way in which the 1979 book is ecclesial is in its emphasis on community over against individualism.  The already-mentioned strong preference for public baptism on feast days is one example of this.  Another is the reinstitution of the greeting of peace in the eucharist, a custom of the very ancient church which had become rather a formality in the Latin rite by the middle ages and had been dropped by the first Anglican prayer books.  Price and Weil write of the restored peace that “[o]ur defenses are down.  We are open to each other.  The Peace is thus a liturgical symbol of renewed relationships within the Christian community” (183).  The 1979 book also restores the fraction as a distinct action after the anaphora and the Lord’s Prayer; in 1928 (and since 1662) the priest had simply broken the bread at the words “he brake it” in the institution narrative.  Treating the fraction as a distinct part of the rite emphasizes both the paschal nature (Christ’s body is broken for church and world) and the communal nature (all share in one bread) of the eucharist.

A third way in which the 1979 book may be said to be ecclesial has to do with its language.  For a person accustomed to the 1928 book, the most initially striking feature of the 1979 book is its extensive use of the contemporary idiom.  While maintaining traditional language in Rite I services for morning and evening prayer, eucharist, and burial, the new book clearly has in mind a trajectory of moving toward contemporary language.  The Rite II materials for eucharist are much fuller than the Rite I materials.  The entire psalter is in contemporary language, and rites such as ordination, confirmation, marriage, and the great Triduum liturgies themselves are provided only as Rite II services (though a rubric on page 14 does allow them to be conformed to Rite I if desired).  Three decades of practice have confirmed this trajectory, and the Episcopal church is now largely a Rite II church.

It can be difficult for a person like me, who has worshiped his entire life with the 1979 prayer book, to remember how drastic a change this is.  A short study of the 1928 book is truly jarring for me, as the language of the newer book must no doubt have been for those accustomed to the earlier rites.  It is not merely a matter of “thee” and “thou”; the foreignness of the earlier book also has to do with florid sentence structure, liberal use of commas and of the subjunctive, and what William Sydnor calls “majestic redundancies” (133).  A single rubric may serve as an example: compare “The same order shall the Minister use with those, betwixt whom he perceiveth malice and hatred to reign; not suffering them to be partakers of the Lord’s Table, until he know them to be reconciled” (1928 BCP 85) with “When the priest sees that there is hatred between members of the congregation, he shall speak privately to each of them, telling them that they may not receive Communion until they have forgiven each other” (BCP 409).

While the language of the former rubric has great beauty, and it was perfectly intelligible English in the day of Cranmer, people today simply do not talk that way—nor did they even in 1928.  Sydnor rather understates the situation of the prayer book’s revisers:

Certainly those Episcopalians clothed only in the familiar garb of contemporary English should not be excluded from the banquet of the Lord’s Word and sacraments merely because they had not acquired the festal robes of Tudor English.  Their needs must be met along with those of others. (116)

While Sydnor here (with tongue in cheek) paints a genteel picture of enlightened Tudor Episcopalians graciously condescending to the masses, surely the situation in the 1970’s (and indeed for many decades prior) was rather the reverse in that many faithful people who might have enriched this church’s life and whose needs it might have served could find little to relate to in its liturgy.  One of the most drastic changes in the 1979 prayer book is that it reduces (though does not eliminate) the cultural baggage that comes along with being an Episcopalian; no longer must Anglicanism be bound up quite so tightly with Anglophilia and Elizabethan nostalgia.  This enables the church to be much more genuinely catholic in its embrace, and it is in this way that language has made the 1979 book more ecclesial.  Together with the multiple anaphorae of Rite II, the adoption of contemporary language amounts to an embarkation on a trajectory of inculturation which has in fact continued (as demonstrated with the release of Enriching Our Worship), and which promises to bear much fruit especially as the Episcopal church becomes more multicultural.
Conclusion

The 1979 prayer book is both continuous with its predecessors and greatly different from them.  In its continuity with them, it preserves its Anglican heritage.  In its differences, it does much to strengthen that heritage.  I am clearly no impartial observer; I think it is no exaggeration to say that without the 1979 prayer book, I would not be an Episcopalian today.  The 1979 prayer book speaks to the thoughts and needs of this age in a way its predecessor may not have done even at its release and certainly would not be able to do today.  While “relevance” can become an idol, the dangers for Anglicanism have historically been at the other end of the spectrum: insularity and self-satisfaction.  There is little excuse for this in a church as small and increasingly peripheral as ours, and the 1979 book is a needed step in the right direction.

However, it is not merely relevance to a particular age that makes the 1979 book a strong one.  There are unchanging, eternal elements to the gospel, even as it incarnates itself differently in different contexts.  The pasch, with its corollaries of baptism and church, is at the heart of this unchanging core.  Insofar as the 1979 book is more paschal in its theology than any previous prayer book, it is a true achievement.

Of course it also has its defects.  Most striking is the need to change gender-biased language, but other problems also exist: for example, the ambiguity of confirmation, the clericalism that remains in ordination and installation rites, and the need to find more faithful options than simple translation for genuinely Anglican but non-Anglo liturgy (these particular topics are treated by Ellen Wondra and William Seth Adams, Leonel Mitchell, Richard Leggett and Steve Kelsey, and Juan Oliver in A Prayer Book for the 21st Century).  The process of liturgical revision is by definition never complete, and these matters along with others will need to be addressed.  Yet when the time comes for the 1979 book to give way to a new book (or perhaps a new collection of materials), it will have made an indelible imprint on Episcopal liturgy.  Its paschal, baptismal, and ecclesial outlook has been a great gift to this church.
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