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Being one of the Episcopal Church’s oldest forms of the Eucharistic Prayer, Eucharistic 

Prayer I in Holy Eucharist Rite I of the Book of Common Prayer 1979 might seem to have little 

in common with Eucharistic Prayer 2 from Enriching Our Worship, one of our newest forms of 

this ancient prayer.  However, if one were to compare them side-by-side, one would see that, 

while there are certainly differences structurally and theologically, they do share much in 

common.

Both Prayer I and Prayer 2 begin as all key features of our liturgy do; with the Celebrant 

inviting the People into a conversation.  “The Lord be with you,” the Celebrant says as she/he 

does each and every time she/he will offer a prayer on behalf of the People.  The People respond 

in differing words, but with the same spirit, “may the Lord be with you also.”  “Lift up your 

hearts”; the Celebrant invites the People to an act of sacrifice; to turn over even their hearts to 

God through prayer.  Finally, the People are invited into prayer, in the Elizabethan English of 

Prayer I, “Let us give thanks unto our Lord God.” Or the more modern Prayer 2, “Let us give 

thanks to the Lord our God” (italics mine).  Both call the People to a time of prayer with the 

Celebrant.  The intentional use of “us” in both of these prayers must be noted.  So often it is 

thought that the Celebrant is doing all the work of the Eucharistic Prayer, but this “us” is an 

invitation for both Celebrant and People to offer thanksgiving, eucharist, to the Lord our God.  

Of note here also is the image of God as Lord in both prayers.  This imagery, so well known to 

our Jewish brothers and sisters is that of the one in control.  To view God as Lord is to do what is 

asked in the middle call and response; to lift up one’s heart, to offer over entirely one’s life to 

God.  The Lord our God is not like the lords of the world who lord over their slaves.  The Lord 

our God is rather the Lord of heaven and earth whose will it is to be in perfect relationship with 

those who the Lord our God has made in God’s image.  This Lord leads with a servant heart 

always seeking what is best for God’s Creation because, in fact, as Creator, God knows what is 

best.  The people respond to this invitation with what they know in their hearts, “it is right to 

give our thanks and praise.”  The Lord our God is truly worthy of thanks and praise and the 

people are now ready to join the Celebrant in offering just that thanks and praise.

The first major theological division occurs as these prayers transition from a conversation 

between the Celebrant and the People to the words offered aloud by the Celebrant but resounded 

in the heart of each person in the Congregation.  Where Prayer 2 begins by recalling God’s 

creative work, Prayer I focuses on the duty of God’s people to offer such a sacrifice.  The 

theological difference here is obvious.  In Prayer I we see the top-down theology of Cranmer and 

his successors; that God the Son commanded this remembrance is our reason for the Eucharist.  

In Prayer 2 we see a more bottom-up theology of praise; it is out of our deep appreciation for the 

work of God in Creation and salvation history that we offer thanksgiving, not out of any real 

sense of duty.  Where Prayer I is a dutiful act of a thankful following, Prayer 2 is a free-will 

offering by God’s children.  In this section too is a parting of ways on the language used to speak 

of God.  The paternal language of God the Father in Prayer I is balanced in Prayer 2 with the 

image of God, like a mother, caring for God’s children.

Both prayers then join all the company of heaven in offering a hymn of praise to the Lord 

our God said or sung aloud by all who are participating in these prayers.  It is not insignificant 
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that this portion is to be said aloud by both Celebrant and People as it once again reminds the 

People that they are not spectators in this event, but rather participating fully in their hearts and 

minds in the offering of this thanksgiving, this Eucharist.  The intentional tying together of the 

human story of the saints with the heavenly song of the angels recalls that these prayers, while 

being offered locally, are part of a much larger web of salvation history.  These prayers are being 

offered in churches all over the world each and every day.  So too, these prayers have been 

offered over and over for 2000 years.  Beyond even that, prayers of various sorts have been 

offered to God in heaven and on earth from before the beginning of time.

Prayer 2 and Prayer I diverge again as they move on from this point.  Prayer 2 continues 

on its previous journey through the history of God’s salvific work in Creation.  Through God’s 

choosing of Mary to bear “Jesus the holy child of God” to the Christ’s ministry of breaking bread 

with outcasts and sinners, healing the sick, and proclaiming good news to the poor to the 

completion of his work in the eventual sacrifice on the cross for our inability to walk in love, 

Prayer 2 recalls for us the work of God in the person of Jesus Christ.  In contrast, Prayer I in the 

creedal tradition treats the life and ministry of Jesus as a comma, focusing instead on the 

redemptive work of God in Jesus on the cross and his commandment that we, the Church, recall 

this work until his coming again.  This contrast of the penitential nature of Prayer I and the 

triumphant nature of Prayer 2 will continue throughout and mark for us a major theological 

difference between both of the Rite I Eucharistic Prayers and those of 1979 and later.  It is with a 

fear for the Lord that we come to the altar in Rite I and with the boldness and foolishness of 

being saved in Christ that we come in Rite II and later.  Both have their merits, both have their 

scriptural underpinnings, and it is important that both exist within our Church.

Both prayers then move into the Words of Institution.  The theological differences 

discussed immediately above continue here.  In Prayer 2 the Words of Institution take place “on 

the night before he died for us” and have a friendly tone, “Jesus was at the table with his 

friends.”  Whereas in Prayer I they occur “in the night in which he was betrayed” and continue to 

point to the top-down theology as Jesus sat not with is friends but with his “disciples.”  There is 

also a difference in the mode of the Words of Institution.  In Prayer 2 it is noted that these words 

continue to be a part of the Eucharistic Prayer being offered by Celebrant and people; “He took 

bread, gave thanks to you…” (italics mine).  Prayer I is more of a retelling of the story, or as it 

says earlier “a perpetual memory of his precious death and sacrifice.”  It is clear however that the 

tie between the ancient Prayer I and the modern Prayer 2 exists as they both continue to use the 

imagery of bread as the body of Christ broken for humankind and the wine as blood spilled for 

the forgiveness of sins.  Some may note here the use of “for many” (Prayer I) and “for all” 

(Prayer 2) in the portion of the prayer concerning the cup as a move from exclusive language to 

inclusive, almost universalism language, but this seems unnecessary.  It seems clear in the 

theology of our Prayer Book that the blood of Christ was shed so that “all might come within the 

reach of his saving embrace”.  It is equally clear some will choose to walk apart from God here 

on earth (and possibly in the age to come).  So it seems disingenuous to say that Cranmer’s 

theology is one of exclusion and Enriching Our Worship is a theology of universalism.  Instead it 

“for many” and “for all” should be seen as two ways of offering the same theology, that is to say, 
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a theology of God’s abundant love for all of God’s Creation and God’s sincere hope that all 

might turn from sin and back to right relationship with God.

Following the Words of Institution, Prayer 2 makes a bold statement indicative of its 

bottom-up theology.  “Now gathered at your table, O God of all creation…”  Where Prayer I is 

recalling again the commandment of Jesus to continue this memorial thank-offering, Prayer 2 

stands Celebrant and People at the table of God.  They stand holding the offering of bread and 

wine offering themselves as a living sacrifice.  Here Celebrant and People come so that they 

might be made new in the Spirit to do the work of Christ recalled earlier in Prayer 2.  In contrast, 

Prayer I continues its penitential tone asking first that God might hear their prayer, second that 

God might forgive their sins, and finally that God might accept them as sacrifice to be made one 

with Jesus Christ having been made worthy to partake in his precious body and blood.  This 

continues in Prayer I as once again the prayer reminds the Celebrant and the People of their own 

unworthiness “through our manifold sins”.  It ends this portion of the prayer, however, with the 

hope that God will accept “our bounden duty and service, not weighing our merits, but pardoning 

our offences, through Jesus Christ…”  Prayer 2 recalls for a third time the work of God in 

salvation history with its wide-ranging imagery of the sainthood “from every tribe and language 

and people and nation”.  Not beating their chests for the forgiveness of sins, People and 

Celebrant continue to be gathered at the table of God “to feast at the banquet prepared from the 

foundation of the world.”

The Eucharistic Prayer ends for both with the invocation of God the Son and God that 

Holy Spirit with God the Father to whom these prayers have been offered; the one God in three 

persons who is worthy of honor, glory and praise.  Ending much in the way they began, both 

prayers make acclamation to the God to whom it is “meet and right” to give thanks.  Both 

prayers then end with the capitalized and italicized “AMEN” which acts as yet another call to the 

people to make known the prayers of their hearts by joining in a resounding cry of “so be it” to 

the words offered aloud by the Celebrant.

While it is clear that there are very different theological strains running through Prayer I 

and Prayer 2, it is also clear that both tell the story of the powerful work of God in Jesus Christ.  

Both prayers bring Celebrant and People as equals before the altar.  Both prayers join in 

salvation history beyond time and space.  Both prayers recall the words of Jesus Christ as he sat 

at the table with his disciples and friends.  Both prayers invoke the name of the Triune God who 

is worthy of honor, glory, and praise.  Both are important ways of understanding our relationship 

with God as humble follower and beloved child.

Bibliography

The Episcopal Church, The Book of Common Prayer. (New York, New York: The Church 

Pension Fund, 1979).

The Episcopal Church, Enriching Our Worship 1. (New York, New York: The Church Pension 

Fund, 1998).


