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Introduction 
 
It is now two years since the publication of the 2019 ACNA Book of Common Prayer. 
There is much to commend in this first edition, such as its modernization of the 
Coverdale Psalter and the use of the Anglican Standard text in the 1662 order. However, 
when we compare the 1662 Book of Common Prayer which remains a standard for 
Anglican doctrine and discipline, there is also much to give us pause. One such point of 
departure is in 2019’s revision to the General Confession of Sin in Daily Morning and 
Evening Prayer. The 1662 clause, ‘and there is no health in us’ is qualified with another, 
‘apart from your grace’;1 the sentence, ‘But thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us miserable 
offenders’ is omitted entirely. The following are the two confessions side by side in 
comparison. 
 
1552/1662 Morning/Evening Prayer 
A general Confession p. 3, 18 
ALMIGHTY and most merciful Father,  
We have erred, and strayed from thy ways 
like lost sheep,  
We have followed too much the devices and 
desires of our own hearts,  
We have offended against thy holy laws,  
We have left undone those things which we 
ought to have done,  
And we have done those things which we 
ought not to have done,  
And there is no health in us.  
But thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us 
miserable offenders; 

 
 

2019 Daily Morning/Evening Prayer 
Confession of Sin, p. 12, 42 
Almighty and most merciful Father, 
we have erred and strayed from your ways 
like lost sheep.  
We have followed too much the devices and 
desires of our own hearts.  
We have offended against your holy laws. 
We have left undone those things which we 
ought to have done,  
and we have done those things which we 
ought not to have done; 
and apart from your grace, there is no 
health in us. 
(Deleted: But you, O Lord, have mercy upon 
us pitiable offenders – modernization 
supplied)

This paper will argue that this change is a regrettable step which introduces an ambiguity 
where the 1662 brought clarity concerning our sinful condition within the narrative of the 
gospel. 
 

‘Health’ and ‘Miserable’ Defined 
 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, health always kept a double meaning from its 
first recorded usage around 1000AD in Old English: health in the sense of soundness of 
body and by extension healing or cure, and health as in spiritual, moral, and mental 

 
1 See also 2019 The Holy Eucharist Additional Directions, p. 141: In the Prayer of Humble Access, “Apart from your 
grace,” may be inserted at the beginning of sentence: “We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs 
under your table; but you are the same Lord whose character is always to have mercy” (however the phrase is not 
printed in the liturgical text) 
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wellbeing: salvation. We find this latter meaning in a ‘Kentish Sermon’ (1250), John Wyclif 
(1382) Psalm 27.1: The Lord is my liytnyng, and myn helthe; (Coverdale: The Lord is my 
light and my salvation) also Luke 2.30, William Tyndale (1526) Luke 19.9 this daye is 
healthe come vnto this house. (KJV: This day is salvation come to this house).2 We also 
find God’s pardon and forgiveness is sometimes called healing. KJV: The good LORD 
pardon every one that prepareth his heart to seek God… And the LORD hearkened to 
Hezekiah, and healed the people (2 Chronicles 30.18-20). 
 
One can readily understand why Cranmer would use health in this double sense here: 
because it is the teaching of the Scriptures. The biblical principle found in the locus 
classicus of 2 Corinthians 4.16, ‘For which cause we faint not, but though our outward 
man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day.’3 The Apostle Paul has set the 
presence of Christ by the Holy Spirit as ‘this treasure in earthen vessels’ We bear in our 
earthly corruption the dying of the Lord Jesus, so that the life also of Jesus might be made 
manifest in our mortal flesh. The same sense of both bodily and spiritual health returns in 
the too little known 1662 Visitation of the Sick where in the minister’s Exhortation 
reminds the sick that sickness of the body is God’s visitation: to assay your patience both 
as example to others and as a testimony and offering of ourselves to God’s glory on the 
Last Day. It is a trial of our heavenly Father’s loving discipline, moving the believer in 
humility to a deepening trust in God’s mercy through our Savior Christ toward the 
amendment of our lives. And so the effect of the Fall in sickness and bodily decay is an 
instrument in our heavenly Father’s merciful hand for the Christian’s eternal joy to suffer 
here with Christ.  
 
The 1552 Book of Common Prayer General Confession reference therefore emphasizes 
spiritual health, with a specific active emphasis of spiritual healing, wholeness, in other 
words, salvation. It means that there is no salvation in ourselves but there is in God 
alone.4  
 
The same theme is presented in the phrase, ‘have mercy upon us, miserable offenders’. 
Here in the confession, ‘miserable’ does not have the modern sense of sorrowful or 
contemptable, but rather pitiable. It is an anglicization of the Ecclesiastical Latin, 
miserārī, to be pitiful. So also in the opening part of the Great Litany, ‘have mercy upon us 

 
2 ‘Health’ The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, vol. 1 A-O (Oxford: University Press, 1971) 1273.  
3 The New Cambridge Paragraph Bible with the Apocrypha, KJV., David Norton, ed. (Cambridge: University Press, 
2019). 
4 So also in Prayers and Thanksgiving: A Collect or Prayer for all Conditions of men, p.42; cf. 2019 p.658: 
O GOD, the Creator and Preserver of all mankind, we humbly beseech thee for all sorts and conditions of men; that 
thou wouldest be pleased to make thy ways known unto them, thy saving health unto all nations (i.e. his 
salvation). And in the A Prayer for the Clergy and People. p. 15, 25: ALMIGHTY and everlasting God, who alone 
workest great marvels: Send down upon our Bishops, and Curates, and all Congregations committed to their 
charge, the healthful (i.e. saving) Spirit of thy grace… Cf. 2019 Prayer for Mission, p. 24: Almighty and everlasting 
God, who alone works great marvels: Send down upon our clergy and the congregations committed to their charge 
the life-giving Spirit of your grace, shower them with the continual dew of your blessing, and ignite in them a 
zealous love of your Gospel; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  
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miserable sinners’ means ‘us pitiable sinners’. The words are also used in KJV 1 
Corinthians 15.19, when the Apostle Paul writes, ‘If in this life only we have hope in Christ, 
we are of all men most miserable’ (most pitiable ESV: to be most pitied). 
 

The Pastoral Context to the General Confession (1552)  
 
When first introduced to the history of Prayer Book revision, one learns that Holy 
Communion was less than a weekly practice, the 1662 rubric requiring three times 
annually Easter Day being one. But what is usually not known is when the pattern began. 
Diarmuid MacCullough asserts that Cranmer had originally intended the Morning and 
Evening Prayer services in 1549 Prayer Book for the clergy only and the communion 
service was to be the centerpiece of regular congregational Sunday worship. But it was 
immediately apparent that in practice this did not happen. People did not want to make 
communion on such a frequent basis.5 When the reality of the resistance to weekly 
communion emerged, steps were taken to adapt Morning and Evening Prayer to these 
circumstances in the 1552 book.6 Cranmer’s changes were intended now to be kept by a 
larger congregation. The clergy were instructed to keep these services daily in the local 
parish church and to toll the tenor bell so that all members would be reminded to attend. 
There are also changes from singular to plural pronouns in the versicles and the 
instruction on the creed. 
 
It is in this context that one should note the significant introduction in 1552 of a time of 
Confession of Sin at the start of Morning and Evening Prayer prefaced by specific 
sentences from Scripture which underline our sinful condition7 with The Litany of 1544 as 
postscript. Cranmer understood that if the principal service on Sundays was not going to 
be the Lord’s Supper in which the signs of bread and wine speak so eloquently of the 
gospel, then these offices must remind every worshipper that the basis of the Christian 
life is the gospel, and that we begin with gospel principle that we are sinners and in need of 
God’s mercy and grace in Christ. 
 
James Packer confirms how Cranmer hammered liturgy into a gospel shape. The fact of 
lex orandi, lex credendi is significant.8 In other words how we pray in our congregations 

 
5 MacCullough suggests the strength of the exhortations to self-examination already present in 1549, those of 
tender conscience without the gospel would have thought themselves unworthy to receive; a Venetian diplomat 
writes how households usually sent a servant to represent them at communion; and people’s reluctance combined 
with church wardens’ horror at the expense of providing bread and wine for an entire parish every Sunday has a 
ironically modern ring to the thinking that frustrated Cranmer’s evangelism strategy. Diarmuid MacCullough, 
Thomas Cranmer: A Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996). 510. 
6 Ibid. 
7 E.g.: 1552: Ezekiel 18, Psalm 51, Joel 2, Daniel 9, Matthew 3, Luke 15, Psalm 143, 1 John 1. 1662 adds Jeremiah 
10/Psalm 6. 
8 Ecclesiastical Latin: "the law of what is prayed [is] the law of what is believed". Cranmer’s intention was in the 
application of the principle of lex orandi, lex credendi to evangelize and to teach the English congregations the 
Reformed doctrines of grace and the sine qua non of the Gospel, justification by faith alone. 
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shapes what we believe. In Morning and Evening prayer there is a consistent pattern of 
confession of sin, followed by the proclamation of God’s effectual grace in Christ which 
then calls us to exercise faith in God’s Word to us.9 So that when the Christian recalls 
their desperate condition, the comfort of God’s merciful absolution is most sweet for the 
Christian soul and for the building up of his or her faith in Christ our Mediator. Based on 
Romans 7.8-25, the Christian joins the Apostle Paul crying out, “Wretched man that I am! 
Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord!” (ESV) 
 
One result of both the addition of ‘apart from your grace’ and the removal of ‘miserable 
offenders’ is to raise humanity’s status before God. To put it another way one may ask the 
question, is the ‘grace’ named prevenient grace which in the Arminian error10 is resistible 
or is it preparing grace, according to which the Spirit instills in repentant sinners a full 
knowledge of their inability and also their desire to accept the promises of the gospel?11 
Should one enter their preferred answer? Lacking an Exhortation, one will not find help 
in the 2019 book’s Ministry to the Sick. We live in an era of the ‘basic goodness’ of 
humanity is assumed. Should we follow suit opening the door to such a pastorally 
disastrous theological anthropology or choose to stand apart with Scripture? Cranmer 
himself one who came to Christ after years in semi-Pelagian darkness knew full well that 
one must accept the hopelessness of our sinfulness before the holiness of God, apart from 
Christ we are indeed the most pitiable of creatures. Then our hearts have been readied 
and softened to hear the gospel announcement:  
ALMIGHTY God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who desireth not the death of a 
sinner, but rather that he may turn from his wickedness, and live; and hath given power, 
and commandment, to his Ministers, to declare and pronounce to his people, being 
penitent, the Absolution and Remission of their sins: He pardoneth and absolveth all them 
that truly repent, and unfeignedly believe his holy Gospel 
Now the heart of the penitent sings in glory and praise – God’s Word is read and heard; 
prayers lifted in confidence knowing that our Great High Priest has gone before! It is clear 
that the insertion of ‘apart from your grace’ comes far too early in the narrative of the 
gospel kept in the Daily Morning and Evening Prayer liturgies of the 2019 Book of 
Common Prayer. 
  
  

 
9 See James Packer ‘Gospel in the Prayer Book’ https://northamanglican.com/the-gospel-in-the-prayer-book/ 
accessed September 30, 2021.  
10 It is well documented how Arminianism’s errors in the doctrine of God, his decrees, and the Atonement lead to a 
deficient doctrine of justification. See Daniel Hyde, Grace Worth Fighting For: Recapturing the Vision of God’s 
Grace in the Canons of Dort. (Ladrum: Davenant, 2019): “As for the aspersion of Arminianism, I can testify that in 
our joint employment at the Synod of Dort you [Joseph Hall] were as far from it as myself. And I know that no man 
can embrace it in the Doctrine of Predestination and Grace but he must first desert the Articles agreed upon by the 
Church of England, nor in the point of perseverance but he must vary from the common Tenet and received 
opinion of our best approved Doctors in the English Church.” John Davenant, 1629. 
11 Richard Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally from Protestant Scholastic 
Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001) 141. 

https://northamanglican.com/the-gospel-in-the-prayer-book/


 5 

Recommendation 
 
It seems that the clear message of the General Confession is the cause of stumbling for 
some. But such stumbling is not so much an objection of an archaic use of language but 
an ignorance of the basic grammar of the gospel in Scripture and the faithfulness to the 
same of our historical formulary, the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. There is also a failure 
to comprehend the historical formulary in its entirety in which liturgical patterns are 
mutually supported through the hand of a single author, Thomas Cranmer. It is therefore 
strongly recommended that Cranmer’s strategy be restored: the scriptural sentences and 
the Great Litany should be return to general use, and the clause ‘…have mercy upon us 
miserable offenders’ be returned and modernized; and the qualifying clause, ‘apart from 
your grace’ be omitted. All of which is permitted given that the 1662 Book of Common 
Prayer which remains a standard for Anglican doctrine and discipline.  
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