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“Understanded  
of the People” 

 
We are gathered here to celebrate and pray for these people who are to be 

ordained Deacons and Priests in the Anglican Church.  There are many things in that 
last sentence that may raise questions.  What is a deacon?  What is a priest?  And 
perhaps most confusingly of all what does it mean to be Anglican?  What do we 
understand that phrase to mean?  And do such questions really matter these days? 

I know this has been the focus of Bishop John’s retreat with the Ordinands over 
the past few days, looking at Anglican DNA, the heart of what it means to be Anglican. 

I pray that as we seek to understand this idea of Anglican DNA it will 
encourage and equip not only our ordinands in their ministry but all of us as we seek 
to be the people of God in this state 

OUR FOUNDING DOCUMENTS 

One way to think about being Anglican is to go back to our founding 
documents.  So Article 24 of the 39 Articles of 1562 says 

 
It is a thing plainly repugnant to the Word of God, and the custom of the 

Primitive Church to have public Prayer in the Church, or to minister the Sacraments, 
in a tongue not understanded of the people.  

 
It may seem obvious people should be able to understand what is going on in 

their own language but powerful forces argued against it.  Simon Gardiner, Bishop of 
Winchester and long standing opponent of reform in the 16th century argued “it was 
never meant that the people should indeed hear the matins or hear the mass but be 
present there and pray themselves in silence.” 

Undeterred Archbishop Thomas Cranmer took it upon himself in 1549 and with 
1552 to provide the new English Church with a prayer book in English, which was to 
all intents and purposes that which many would consider to be the true heart of what it 
is to be Anglican the 1662 Book of Common Prayer 

And what English it was.   Along with the King James Bible and the works of 
Shakespeare it is one of the most important documents in English literature, giving us 
amongst others “Ashes to ashes” and ‘till death do us part” 

But more important than the majesty of words was the idea that this was 
common worship.  Church was not something done to you by the priest up the front, it 
was something that everyone participated in, and it was common throughout the land.  
This was common worship by all and with all 

In these wonderful services that Cranmer constructed he gave the Anglican 
Church not only its founding document but also gave expression to what should be at 
the heart of the Church, the DNA of what it is to be Anglican. 

We can see in summary form what was at the heart of Anglican worship for 
Cranmer in the introduction to confession in the services for Morning and Evening 
Prayer.  It reminds us that confession of our sins is particularly appropriate when we 
… 
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meet together to render thanks for the great benefits that we have received at his 
hands, to set forth his most worthy praise, to hear his most holy Word, and to ask 
those things which are requisite and necessary, as well for the body as the soul. 

THANKS AND WORSHIP 

Firstly for Cranmer we gather to give thanks to God and to set forth his most 
worthy praise.  It is worth reminding ourselves of this because some think that we 
gather together to feel bad about ourselves due to the very penitential focus of the 
BCP. 

But properly understood when we look at the prayers they are not about guilt 
tripping but thanksgiving.  We could consider the prayer of preparation from the 
Communion Service. 

 
ALMIGHTY God, unto whom all hearts be open, all desires known, and from 

whom no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy 
Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love thee, and worthily magnify thy holy Name; 
through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 
I have often referred to this as the scariest prayer ever written, to be reminded 

that we are open before God is a salutary experience.  But this leads to asking to be 
cleansed so that we can properly praise him.  So in the services for Morning and 
Evening Prayer after we have confessed that we are “miserable offenders” we are 
reminded of forgiveness and so we give thanks and praise.  

  
Open our lips O Lord, that our mouths shall show forth thy praise! 
 
Notice that this is not worship that is simply directed toward God, rather God is 

active in helping and equipping us as we praise him.  It is God who opens our lips. 
Worship and thanksgiving are at the heart of Anglican DNA.  A passive 

pewsitting parishioner is an aberration of an Anglican, which may be a shock to some. 
To our ordinands remember that in your ministry you are to be pointing the 

people to God in worship, and when we meet we are not be focused on ourselves but 
focused on God. 

HEAR HIS MOST HOLY WORD 

So firstly our reason for meeting is God focused, it is to praise him, but 
secondly it is to hear his holy word.  We gather to hear from God.  We are, as the 
BCP Collect for the 2nd Sunday in Advent memorably puts it, to read, mark, learn and 
inwardly digest God’s word.  These are not just words in the BCP.  If you follow its 
suggested pattern of Scripture reading you will read the whole Bible in a year and the 
Psalms every month.  The BCP certainly believes in Bible reading. 

More than that the services are Bible soaked.  They provide for numerous Bible 
readings, either three or four a service, and many of the responses to Bible readings, 
the canticles, are portions of Scripture, the Song of Mary, Song of Zechariah, and 
Psalm 95. 

Furthermore there is to be a sermon to expound and explain the meaning of 
Scripture.  Like the Levites in Nehemiah’s time the meaning of God’s word is to be 
brought to the people and brought to bear on God’s people so that they may be well 
equipped to be God’s people, and also as the Collect finishes, “ever hold fast the 
blessed hope of everlasting life given in Jesus Christ.” 

A focus and concentration on the Scriptures and its meaning is central to 
Anglican DNA.  An unbiblical Anglican is a mutation indeed. 
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So to the ordinands the Bible needs to be fundamental in all that you do in 
ministry. 

You may wonder if I am being hypocritical in saying this when my sermon is not 
on the Scriptures so much as on the Prayer Book.  But it is because the BCP is not 
only Biblical in terms of having lots of Bible in it, but it terms of its shape and theology, 
that I hope I can be excused on this occasion. 

So may you be soaked in the word, constantly reading, marking, learning and 
inwardly digesting it and from that holding fast and holding out the blessed hope of 
everlasting life given in Jesus Christ. 

PRAYER – BODY AND SOUL 

So we gather to give God the praise that is his due, to hear his most holy word 
and we also gather “to ask those things which are requisite and necessary, as well for 
the body as the soul”  We gather to pray recognising our need of God.  In prayer we 
express our humility, and there is no better indicator of our heart before God than our 
prayer life.  Prayer and reliance on God is part of Anglican DNA. 

But notice that it is worldly prayer if I can put it that way.  We are to pray for 
those things of the body as well as the soul.  Anglican worship should never be 
introspective and be of so heavenly minded to be of no earthly use.  It is no surprise 
then that the prayers focus not only our spiritual needs but also for leaders and good 
governance, for blessing on nation and church.   

This whole of life approach is supported in that the BCP covers all areas of life, 
from intensely private to those of national significance.  All of life through baptism, 
marriage and funeral is covered.  There are prayers for famine and plenty, in war and 
in peace, for rain and for when it rains too much.  The Collects, or weekly prayers ask 
God to, “stir up” good works in the faithful. 

All of life was to be brought before God in prayer.  The faith which the BCP 
promotes is no “only on Sunday” affair, it is for all of life.  Such spiritual engagement 
with the world in prayer then is also part of Anglican DNA. A prayerless Anglican is a 
powerless and lifeless Anglican. 

So ordinands may your ministry be soaked in such wordly prayer for all of your 
life and the life of those whom you minister. 

LIVING OUT OUR DNA 

This is what Cranmer would have wanted to be “understanded of the people”, 
that they are to praise God for their salvation, they are to hear his word, and they are 
to live their lives in God’s presence.  This is at the heart, this is the DNA of being 
Anglican. 

But there are two final reflections on these ideas. 

UNDERSTANDED OF THE PEOPLE 
We need to remember the idea of being “understanded of the people”.  The 

idea of the BCP was for worship and expressions of Christian truth to be done in a 
way that could be understood by the people and involved the people.  It is a mistake 
to think being Anglican means always doing things the same old way.  The BCP was 
not written to fossilize what it meant to be Anglican but to point to ensuring that what 
we do is comprehendible and engaging, common worship. 

Ordinands you will need to work hard in working out how to express this DNA 
of Anglicanism in your different contexts.  I am certainly not arguing that it is 
necessary that we must return to ancient liturgical forms, although they may have their 
place.  We should not lose our heritage but we need to seek fresh ways to be 
engaging and help people understand. We are to be in the memorable words of 
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former Arcbishop of Sydney, Harry Goodhew, “dynamically Anglican” as we engage 
people in worship, word and worldly prayer. 

CHRIST FOCUSED 
Lastly we could do all this and still not really have come to the heart of Anglican 

DNA.  To capture what is at the heart I should tell you something of my own story. 
I did not grow up with the Book of Common Prayer.  I first heard it at a service 

in a small church in England with perhaps 7 elderly ladies in attendance who probably 
knew it off by heart, and a minister who certainly did and it showed in the lack of 
enthusiasm with which the service was said.   

But as Cranmer’s words came forth I was struck to the core of my need of a 
Saviour and all that God has done for me in Jesus.  Whilst I was already a Christian 
this was a transforming experience.  This is what the BCP was written to do, this is 
what Cranmer ultimately wanted to be understanded of the people, to know Jesus, his 
sacrifice, his reign, his promises.  To be Anglican is, fundamentally to be Christian in 
the fullest sense of that world.   

Consider the power of the wonderful prayer of humble access 
 
WE do not presume to come to this thy Table, O merciful Lord, trusting in our 

own righteousness, but in thy manifold and great mercies. We are not worthy so much 
as to gather up the crumbs under thy Table. But thou art the same Lord, whose 
property is always to have mercy: Grant us therefore, gracious Lord, so to eat the 
flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ, and to drink his blood, that our sinful bodies may 
be made clean by his body, and our souls washed through his most precious blood, 
and that we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us. Amen. 

 
We are loved by Christ, we are saved by Christ, saved for Christ, saved to be 

with Christ, we worship Christ and we follow Christ. 
We cannot express Anglican DNA without constantly be pointing people to 

Christ. 
 

 It is in Jesus that God’s blessings and forgiveness come to us that lead 
us to worship.   

 In Jesus we have God’s word come to us that we are to heed and all of 
its promises displayed and secured. 

 It is in Christ we are assured that all our life matters to God and our 
prayers are heard by our heavenly Father. 

 
More than that the Book of Common Prayer points to the day when we will no 

longer use a prayer book but be gathered in common worship with all God’s children 
in God’s kingdom where Christ reigns. 

Until then we should continue the pattern of the BCP expressing our Anglican 
DNA in, Worship, Scripture, Prayer all founded on Christ our Saviour. 

This is what should be “understanded ofthe people” and may it be what 
undergirds your ministry and all in this Diocese to the glory of God.  Amen. 


