
Your Guide to the Book of Common Prayer  

The third Sunday of each month, St. Matthew’s 11:00 a.m. worship will use the Book of 

Common Prayer rather than the Book of Alternative Services. For those who are less familiar 

with the service, we have created a brief guide to the BCP. 

 

Why the BCP?   

You may not be familiar with the Book of Common Prayer or its language, but it takes only a 

few moments to realize the language is beautiful in its rhythm and poetry. It uses this poetry to 

teach us immense and beautiful truths. The rhythmic prayers of the BCP, like many songs, take 

root in your heart. 

 

The BCP is a form of worship that is almost completely prayer and scripture, and so it has a way 

of inviting us into a whole new world and reality - one we are meant to live in. It can and has 

been very formative for many people in their relationship with God. 

 

Following Along (For easy reference: the differences between the BCP and BAS are in bold) 

Like the Book of Alternative Services, the BCP includes the essentials of our faith and is defined 

by three parts: the liturgy of the word, the liturgy of prayer, and the liturgy of communion. 

I invite you to write the opening collect on your hearts. It is deeply meaningful and can bring 

profound peace. 

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. 

 

The liturgy of the word begins with the Opening Prayer, then moves on to the Statement of the 

Law, followed by three Scripture Readings, the Sermon, and the Creed. The statement of the law 

which does not appear in the BAS becomes an important reminder that we live under the law of 

God. 

 

The liturgy of prayer comprises the Prayer, the Confession, and the Offertory. 

 

Finally, the liturgy of Communion includes Words of Comfort, the Eucharistic Prayer, The 

Peace, the Prayer of Humble Access, Communion Administration, the Lord’s Prayer, the 

Prayer after Communion, and the Blessing. This section has the greatest difference from the 

BAS service and is couched with humility and a need for God. In its words and actions, 

communion tells a story, affecting us in a physical way with the very truth of the gospel. 

  

A Brief History 

The Book of Common Prayer has an interesting starting place. It may have come to light during 

the reformation, but it was in the process of being created far before England parted from the 

Roman Catholic Church, and came from a desire to make the liturgy accessible in the language 

of the people, while also being grounded in Scripture, prayer, early forms of worship, and as a 

tool to form people in faith and devotion. Both Henry VIII and Archbishop Cramner (its major 

contributor) had a strong desire to remain close both with the Roman Catholic Church and the 

churches of the reformation. Thus the Book of Common Prayer walks a fine line in trying to 



balance a diversity of perspectives while maintaining a fairly orthodox and sacramental 

understanding of the church and its practices. You can see within it the Anglican three-legged 

stool: that our faith is founded and rests on three legs - Scripture, tradition, and experience (or 

wisdom). The World Wide Anglican Church as a whole has never really had a collection of 

theological statements of what we believe because ultimately for many our theology was 

portrayed in the Book of Common Prayer and in its living out.  

 

“Along with the King James Bible and the greatest works of English literature, the Prayer Book 

has been central in shaping the culture and thought of the English-speaking world”. 

(https://prayerbook.ca/home/about-the-prayer-book/) 

 

As a text that was written and compiled over multiple periods, kings, queens, archbishops, and 

generations, the BCP also has a profound theology and way of gathering and uniting people 

across numerous countries and times and is still the predominant form of worship for Anglicans 

across the world. It wasn’t until 1985 that the Canadian Anglican church had another form of 

worship as they developed the Book of Alternative Services, which tried to bring some unity of 

practice with the United Church. Interesting fact: when the Catholic Church went through its 

liturgical revival, the result was that its worship shifted closer to the Book of Common Prayer. 

https://prayerbook.ca/home/about-the-prayer-book/

