
Uncommonly Good Prayers 
Tony Payne, The Painful Truth 8 June 2022 (edited) 

I’ve been using the Book of Common Prayer (BCP) 
recently to structure my personal prayer and Bible 
times… 

It’s been enriching and edifying in a number of ways, not 
least because of the power, precision and depth of so 
many of the prayers. 

Here for the example is the special prayer set down for 
this week, the ‘collect’ for Whitsunday (Pentecost), and 
the days following: 

God, who at this time taught the hearts of your 
faithful people by sending to them the light of your 
Holy Spirit, grant us by this same Spirit to have a right 
judgement in all things, and evermore to rejoice in his 
holy comfort; through the merits of Christ Jesus our 
Saviour, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of 
the same Spirit, one God, world without end. Amen. 

Like so many of the BCP collects, there’s a simple request 
in the middle of the prayer—that by the Spirit we might 
have a right judgement in all things, and rejoice in the 
Spirit’s ministry to us—but this short request is 
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surrounded and supported by a rich theological frame. In 
fact, there’s almost complete biblical theology in there: 
Jesus’ promise to send the Comforter to enlighten his 
people, the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost to do just 
that in the hearts of those who have faith, and the living 
reign of Jesus, the King and Saviour, who in the unity of 
the Spirit is the God of the eternal world to come. 

What the prayer asks for is also echoed in the New 
Testament’s teaching about the Spirit. It connects the 
illumining, enlightening work of the Spirit promised by 
Jesus to Paul’s teaching that the gift of the Spirit enables 
us to know the truth of Christ and ‘make judgements 
about all things’ (1 Cor 2:6-16); and it asks for the joy that 
is so frequently seen as a fruit of the Spirit’s presence 
(Gal 5:22; Rom 14:17; 1 Thes 1:6 etc.). 

All of it in one 70-word sentence. 

It almost seems a shame that this extraordinary prayer 
would be prayed only once a year—or at least every day 
during the week following Whitsunday each year… 

It’s interesting and encouraging to see how the prayers 
for the different times of the year are shaped by the 
biblical events and theology that are being remembered 
and read about in the set readings. 
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On Ash Wednesday, for example, at the beginning of the 
40-day period leading up to Easter Day, there’s this 
prayer: 

Almighty and everlasting God, who hates nothing you 
have made, and forgives the sins of all those who are 
penitent: create and make in us new and contrite 
hearts, that worthily lamenting our sins and 
acknowledging our wretchedness, we may receive 
from you, the God of all mercy, perfect remission and 
forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

I can’t help thinking that there is a corrective going on 
here for the works-based asceticism that was associated 
with Lent in traditional Catholicism. The things we must 
give up during Lent are not the good created things of 
the world (none of which God hates) but our sins; and in 
repenting of these with a new and contrite heart that 
God himself has created in us, we receive complete and 
utter forgiveness from the God of all mercy. (It is also a 
beautiful prayer for the person who feels worthless and 
hateful, and who can’t quite believe that God would 
show love and mercy even to them.) 

Not all the BCP prayers are occasional like this. Many of 
them get repeated often, sometimes daily—like the 
famous collect for peace: 
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O God, who is the author of peace and lover of 
concord, in knowledge of whom stands our eternal 
life, whose service is perfect freedom: defend us your 
humble servants in all assaults of our enemies; that 
we, surely trusting in your defence, may not fear the 
power of any adversaries; through the might of Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The prayer is structured around a theological 
understanding of God’s character, what he has done 
through Jesus (the mighty and powerful risen Christ), and 
what our eschatological situation is in the world (given 
eternal life, liberated to serve God, but surrounded each 
day by enemies and adversaries). It’s a prayer that 
understands my situation, and explains it to me, even as I 
pray it…  

The two other collects I come back to repeatedly are 
given at the conclusion of the Communion service, as 
prayers that may be used pretty much in any service or 
on any occasion. Here’s the first one: 

Grant, we beseech you, Almighty God, that the words 
we have heard this day with our outward ears may 
through your grace be so grafted inwardly in our 
hearts, that they may bring forth in us the fruit of 
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good living, to the honour and praise of your name; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

I often pray this one after I’ve read the Bible, and then go 
on to pray about specific things I have ‘heard with my 
outward ears’ in the passage, that God would graft them 
into my heart, and into the heart of others that I want to 
remember and pray for on that day. 

And then this is the one I often conclude with before 
getting on with the business of the day: 

Go before us, O Lord, in all our doings with your most 
gracious favour, and further us with your continual 
help; that in all our works, begun, continued, and 
ended in you, we may glorify your holy name, and 
finally by your mercy obtain everlasting life; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

I love this. It reorients me every day to what’s really going 
on as I go about my daily tasks. It casts a vision of God 
graciously going in front of us, like he did before the 
people of Israel (cloud by day, fire by night), and 
constantly leading us forward (‘furthering us’). The 
purpose of this is that by doing everything in the 
awareness of God’s constant presence and help (begun, 
continued and ended in him), the glory for our works 
might go to him (not us), and that by his mercy alone the 
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final outcome might be everlasting life through Jesus 
Christ. 

Again, so much theological depth in such a short prayer. 

Like so many of the BCP prayers, praying this collect 
regularly not only (by God’s grace) calls forth the gracious 
divine help and supervision I need, but teaches me to 
trust him in everything. 

The BCP keeps teaching me what prayer really is: a deep 
trust in God put into words.
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