Anglican Essentials of Worship

If there is a term that might best characterizes the essence of Anglicanism, I think that it might be “lively faith.”  The strengths of the Anglican form of worship, Anglican theology, and liturgy facilitate and form this lively faith in participants.  I would describe Anglican worship as being shaped by freedom and flexibility of expression of faith within roomy but definable boundaries.  Fundamentals of Anglican worship do exist, and they are not merely the middle ground between any two divergent theological opinions, as is sometimes assumed and argued with the use of the term via media (middle way).  The diversity of Anglicanism is no more elastic than the diversity of Scripture that is limited by the force of the unified story of redemptive-salvation history.  In Scripture, we see diverse genres, authors, contexts, historical eras and audiences; however, the message of the texts is congruent with the whole.  Anglican worship, to be truly Anglican, must conform itself to the fundamentals that have defined Christianity since the beginning of the church.


The fundamentals of Anglican worship are not mysteries, but they are apparent in the texts of the prayer books and in the teachings and manner of worship of the early Anglican theologians.  We see from Thomas Cranmer’s (the first Anglican Archbishop and author of the first Anglican Prayer Book) early writings that Anglican worship is enjoined by people of two books, the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer (BCP).  Cranmer intended that celebrants and leaders of worship would need no other book besides the BCP and the Bible to lead worship.  His aims included simplicity, brevity and an increase in the reading of Scripture.  The Lord’s Supper was to be something done by the priest and the congregation together.  The congregation would participate in the service through readings and responses and in participation in the Lord’s Supper.  Anglicanism emphasizes the corporate nature of worship.  Cranmer hoped to combine climactic worship with meditative devotion.  


Cranmer’s goal was to design a program of worship to glorify God and edify believers.  He set about to achieve the following goals:

1. liturgy in the peoples’ own language

2. edification through good preaching and systematic Bible reading

3. simplified worship

4. increased involvement of laity

5. common liturgy (worship) among the people 

6. correct Eucharistic (Lord’s Supper) theology  (Schmidt 4-5)

These goals still guide true Anglican worship and are translatable to other countries and cultures.  None of these principles needs to be compromised in order to accommodate cultures, languages, settings, styles, music or human conditions.


It is important to stress the congruence of Anglican worship with Scripture.  In his Preface to the Prayer Book, Cranmer writes the following: 

For we are fully persuaded in our judgments (and we profess it to the world) that the [Prayer] Book doth not contain in it anything contrary to the Word of God, or to sound Doctrine, or which godly man may not with a good Conscience use and submit unto, or which is not fairly defensible against any that shall oppose the same.” (Preface to 1662 BCP)

The Preface continues to explain that the aim of the BCP is to preserve peace and unity in the church, procure reverence, excite piety and devotion in public worship of God, and reduce quarrelling against the liturgy of the church.   This is a limited purpose that is not flexible to afford forms of worship, liturgy or expressions of faith that contradict these stated purposes.  
One does not need lengthy investigation to learn that by “Word of God” and “Sound Doctrine” that Cranmer and the early Anglicans had in mind the teachings of the early church Fathers.  In fact, the early Anglican bishop Lancelot Andrewes developed the axiom of 1 Bible, 2 Testaments, 3 Creeds, 4 Councils, and 5 Centuries to provide the basis for sound doctrine and Biblical interpretation.  Anamnesis (remembering) is a foundation of Anglican worship that recalls the apostolic tradition and cloud of witnesses to which we belong.  In the preface of his Commentary on the American Prayer Book, Marion Hatchett summarizes: 

To know who you are, to whom you belong, and where you are headed, you must remember…A Christian is one for whom, through anamnesis, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is a present reality, and one who has already entered the Kingdom, though it is not yet realized in its fullness. (Hatchett xi)


The age of Cranmer (16th century) was not exempt from innovations in the faith and heresies of theology based on current whims and sentiments.  In fact, he considered the contents of his prayer book firm and unshakeable in the face of what he calls “vain attempts and impetuous assaults made against it, by such men as are given to change, and have always discovered a greater regard to their own private fancies and interests, than to that duty they owe to the public.” (Preface to 1662 BCP)  Any argument that today God is doing something new outside the bounds of Scripture is spurious and arrogant in the light of such staunch convictions by Anglican Fathers.

With the above brief description of principles of Anglican worship, what room is there for freedom of expression and Holy Spirit led worship and ministry?  I think there is the same room as exists for Christianity in general.  In fact, I think Anglicanism is better suited for Spirit inspired and other non-liturgical expressions of Christianity simply because Anglicanism has helped set up boundaries within which these may occur.

The South African theologian David Bosch asserts that, "The gospel must remain Good News while becoming, up to a certain point, a cultural phenomenon." (Bosch 454)  The Roman Catholic priest from Tanzania, Laurenti Magesa, summarizes the importance of the personalization of Christianity’s expression, "It must strive to reach people as they are, that is, in their cultural setting and, as it were, let Christ and his Spirit seize, capture, and possess them…The main task of the Church is to manifest Christ to a people and let the people encounter him, dialogue with him, opt for him and form a community with him in their midst, and establish a true koinonia (fellowship) (Thomas 212-213)  True Anglican worship facilitates these dynamics.

I think what the Christian writer and Anglican C.S. Lewis teaches about Anglican liturgy is true: “The advantage of a fixed form of prayer is that we know what is coming…the rigid form really sets our devotions free.  The permanent shape of Christianity shows through…The spontaneous method of worship has the danger of becoming provincial or personality driven and focused. (Lewis 35-36) However, God has also endued us with his Spirit and given us spiritual gifts, counsel and his voice to minister to one another and the world.  Anglican worship must be infused and filled with the Holy Spirit.  The Lord is why we gather to worship; we must give him space and room to work in our midst and through his people.  He clothes us with power, and it behooves us to invite Him into our worship.

The International Anglican Liturgical Consultation of 1989 identifies five essential elements of Anglican worship: The Bible, creeds, sacraments of the gospel, episcopacy, and the service in the vernacular.   I think the “vernacular” applies to several elements besides language.  Elements such as time, space, patterns of daily prayer, sacred meals, pastoral care, gestures, music, dress, and music can all be considered expressions of vernacular and accommodated with grace and charity.

Churches are trying to handle the disparate preferences for music among people.  We see churches offering traditional services with hymns and contemporary services with live popular-style worship music.  I think style of music is an area of freedom, and songs are to be judged on their content and effectiveness rather than style.  Some would argue that hymns are more liturgical, pious and better suited for church; others argue that hymns are no longer in the “vernacular” musically.   I think for church’s to accommodate various musical “vernaculars” is completely in tune with Anglicanism.  At Church of the Redeemer, we value worship and praise music and making a joyful noise to the Lord. 
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