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The role of the Bible in the Church of England.

1.  Introduction.

There is not really an Anglican Church.  However there is a communion of Churches that call themselves “Anglican”, and regard the Church of England as their Mother-Church.  It is the third largest communion in the world, with some 77 million worshippers.  The Anglican Churches are loosely held together by the collegiality of the Anglican Bishops, by the Lambeth Quadrilateral, and by the Book of Common Prayer, and the other strands that go to make up daily Church life.  The English Reformation was a process, not an event, but the Act of Supremacy of November 1534, is generally taken to be the birth of the Church of England.  Over the intervening 374 years, these strands have been woven together into a fabric that is recognisably Anglican throughout the world, and which has proved surprisingly elastic, and surprisingly durable.  The main strands are: (a) the Catholic Orders of Bishop, Priest and Deacon, (b) the Bible, (c) the Teaching of the Church, (d) Public Worship, (e) the Sacraments, (f) Personal Devotion, Prayer and Study, and (g) Synodical Structure.  To understand the Anglican Communion, we would have to look at all these strands, and to see how they are worked out in the 38 provinces and 6 independent Churches which make up the Anglican Communion.  In this article, we are simply going to look at the place of the Bible in the Church of England. 

2.  The Bible in English.

In the first place, the Bible had to be translated into English.  William Tyndale (1494 – 1536) was a priest and a gifted linguist, and he first published an English translation of the New Testament in 1525.  His aim was that all, from King to Ploughboy, should be able to read the Bible for themselves.  Tragically, he was executed for heresy in 1536, while still working on his Old Testament.  So it was that Miles Coverdale (later Bishop of Exeter) was the first to publish a complete Bible in English in 1535.  Coverdale’s translation was authorized by Henry VIII to be used throughout the land, and was generally called the “Great Bible”.  In an age when printing was only just beginning to replace copying by hand, and when paper was hand-made, books were very expensive.  Despite the cost, the King required every Parish in the land to buy a copy of the Great Bible, and one of the Book of Common Prayer, and keep both in the Church for daily use; this was an enormous investment of the church’s resources.

Tyndale’s last words are recorded as “O God, open the King of England’s eyes.”  Just a lifetime later, in 1604, King James (IV of Scotland, and I of England), commissioned the translation of what became known as the “Authorised Version” of the Bible in England, and the “King James Version” in America.  It was published in 1611, and relied heavily on both Coverdale’s and Tyndale’s work – the King of England’s eyes had indeed been opened.

3.  The Bible in Public Worship.

The aims of the English Reformers were very different from those of the Reformers on the continent.  Their aim was to replace what they saw as a corrupt Papacy, and to get rid of superstition.  Their method was to be “neither too stiff in preventing, nor too lax in allowing” reform.  The English reformers did not try to tear up the whole Church and start again with a clean sheet.  The Church of England was to steer a middle way between the superstition and mechanistic ways of believing of the Middle Ages, and the extremism and radicalism of the Protestant Churches on the Continent.

One of the contradictions that is not generally clearly understood was that the English reformers saw the Eucharist to be by far the most important act of worship.  They believed it was absolutely central to the life of the Church.  They were deeply concerned that the vast majority of the people thought that the Elevation of the Host was the “magic” moment when the bread became the Body of Christ, and they tried to see as many elevations as possible, hurrying from church to church on Holy Days and Sundays to obtain as much of the magic grace as possible.  Many old Churches still have “Squints”, little windows through which those outside could view the elevation.   They are commonly thought to be for lepers, but accounts of the time make clear that many healthy people used them too.  The reformers wanted to move people away from such a superstitious and mechanistic understanding of the Eucharist, and make it a high point of their religious life.  To them, just witnessing the elevation was not enough; receiving the Blessed Sacrament reverentially, and above all worthily, was what mattered.

In the Roman Catholic tradition, the Mass was the only form of worship normally used.  All other services, naturally Ordination, but also Baptism, Marriage, Funerals and even Coronation, took place within a Eucharist.  Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, therefore had to offer a different diet, so that people would not have a Mass as their regular weekly (or more frequently for the highly committed) act of worship.  He gave us Matins (or Morning Prayer) and Evensong (Evening Prayer), often called “the Offices” for daily and Sunday Worship.  The Eucharist was to be for special occasions, and people were only required to make their communion three times a year, at Christmas, at Easter and once besides.  The Priest had to give at least a week’s notice of a celebration, and before making their Communion, people would undergo a long and demanding period of preparation.  While they would still be sinners, at least they would receive the Holy Sacrament as prepared sinners.   

Cranmer published the first version of the Book of Common Prayer (BCP) in 1549.  He did produce a second edition in 1552, which for political reasons never came into use, but was to be the basis of the 1662 BCP, which is still in use.  Today most Anglican Parishes around the world have, at least occasionally, services from the 1662 BCP, and all later liturgies are based on it to a large extent.  

For his Offices, Cranmer turned to the seven monastic hours as his source, and took the pattern of worship of the Early Church as his structure.  Hippolytus (170–236) records that the Early Church had two daily services, in the Morning and the Evening, and we presume that the Early Church was copying the practice of the Temple at Jerusalem in this respect.  At each Office, Cranmer used four biblical elements; a Psalm, two Bible readings (one each from the Old and New Testaments), and the Canticles — poems or songs taken almost exclusively from the Bible.  In addition, many of his prayers drew on Biblical material.  Cranmer may be said to have put the Bible at the heart of Anglican Worship, where it has stayed ever since. 

Of course the Bible remained an integral part of the Eucharist, with an Epistle and a Gospel reading set for every Sunday, and for major Feasts too.  More recently, with the growth of the Parish Communion Movement since World War I, the Eucharist has replaced Morning Prayer as the main act of worship on Sundays, and the need for an Old Testament reading has been recognised.  Today we share a Common Eucharistic Lectionary with the Roman Catholic Church. 

4.  The Bible in Doctrine.

In 1870, William Reed Huntingdon, an Episcopalian Priest in America, drafted what has become known as the Lambeth Quadrilateral.  It is generally accepted , both within the Anglican Communion, and beyond it, as a summary of Anglicanism.   Briefly, it states:

(a)  that the Bible contains all things necessary for salvation

(b)  that the Catholic Creeds are a sufficient summary of the Christian Faith

(c)  that every Christian needs the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion

(c)  that the Church depends on the historic Episcopate.

Accordingly, no Anglican is required to believe anything that is not in the Bible, with the single exception of the Doctrine of the Holy and Undivided Trinity, which is more than covered in the Catholic Creeds.  For example, Anglicans certainly believe in the Virgin Birth, but they do not have to believe in the Assumption of our Lady, which is not attested to by either the Bible or the Catholic Creeds.  Of course some do believe such things, but that is their choice, and they are no less Anglican for exercising it.  

5.  The Bible in Private Devotions.

All Anglicans are encouraged to read and study their bibles daily, and most parishes run groups to help them do this — in our Parish we have nine such groups.  The clergy, of course, are required to say the offices daily. Many of us also use Noonday Prayer and Compline, which contain all the same ingredients, though in different proportions.  They are included for the first time in “Common Worship, Daily Prayer”, the latest (2005) iteration of the tradition begun by Cranmer with his BCP.   

6.  Fundamentalism and Literalism.

Literalism and Biblical Fundamentalism are not encouraged in the Anglican Communion.  Perhaps this is understandable in a Church largely shaped by the Reformation, of which the taproot reaches down into the fertile soil of the Renaissance.  To be sure, Anglican Literalists and Biblical Fundamentalists exist. There were puritan elements at work from before the Reformation, and there are still, but they make up only a small percentage of the Church of England.  Literalists and fundamentalists form a higher proportion of the Anglican Communion in Africa, as you might expect, but also in the Southern Cone of South America, and surprisingly in the Diocese of Sydney, Australia.

7.  Summary.

For Anglicans, the Bible is the primary source for our salvation history; it occupies a central and normative place in our doctrine, and lies at the heart of our public worship and our private devotions.  
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