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by The Right Reverend Michael Perham, Bishop of Gloucester

It is a great delight to be here. My diocese is short on Anglican religious houses  -  so short there are none. If I need a shot in the arm of the religious life I have to go to Prinknash. Or I lay aside my diocesan responsibilities and put on another hat as Bishop Protector of the Anglican Franciscans and that can take me to all sorts of houses and friaries around the land and even bring me to Somerset and to Compton Durville. In my chapel in Gloucester there is an icon of Our Lady with St Francis and St Benedict. Francis I’ve explained (and it is my own name too). But why Benedict? Because, although I have no Benedictine community in my care, I do look out of my study window to Gloucester Cathedral, once the Benedictine Abbey of St Peter, and, a little further back in my ministry, I was a canon of Norwich Cathedral, and, further back still, I was the Bishop’s Chaplain, living in the shadow of Winchester Cathedral. All these institutions have seemed to me still to retain quite a lot of their Benedictine heritage. Benedict and his monks have always seemed very close.

So it is a great delight to be here. I guess I am here partly to make a link between Gloucester with its Benedictine heritage and Downside with its Benedictine tradition and it is an honour to do that. I may also be here, talking about liturgy, because, if I am anything but a jobbing bishop, I am a liturgist and I played quite a major part in the revision of Anglican liturgy in the 20 years leading up to the publication of our current liturgies, known as Common Worship, in the year 2000.

I want to talk, as an Anglican, about Catholic liturgy, with something of a postscript about the Benedictine tradition and its influence on Anglicanism. So I am immediately into that extraordinary question about what we mean by “catholic”. From an Anglican point of view I can mean at least three things. I can mean “universal”, using the word in its all embracing sense, the way the creeds use it, to mean the whole people of God throughout the world. And I want to use it that way this evening, in the sense that much of what we say about Christian worship must be common to every church, ecclesial community or congregation. We are all lifting hearts and hands to the same Father, offering our prayers through the same Jesus Christ, enabled and empowered by the same Holy Spirit.

But then there is a second meaning of “catholic”. It is the one you probably use most often. “Catholic” to mean Christians in communion with the see of Rome. Anglicans can be difficult about this use and want you always to say “Roman Catholic”. And, when you are being very polite when we are around, you try very hard to do that. I suspect you relapse into “catholic”, when we are not around and I need to admit to you that we often do the same when talking about you in your absence! And, although I say this in a fairly light way, there are, of course, heavy ecclesiological issues that lie behind it. And just occasionally I shall want this evening to use “catholic” in this sense. Being an Anglican and in your presence, I will try to use “Roman catholic” to make it clear which meaning I intend.

There is a third use, common among Anglicans, and the most difficult to define. “Catholic” as meaning the kind of worship common to Christians with an ordered strong liturgical sacramental tradition, whether they be Roman Catholics, Old Catholics, Anglicans, may be some Lutherans and some other communities where the worship has a family likeness to that of Rome, a tradition that, though it grows and develops, is very conscious of the continuity of liturgical practice down the centuries on which it draws. Sometimes “catholic” in this sense is contrasted with “protestant”, sometimes with “evangelical”, though neither is very accurate. And it is this use of “catholic” that I want to focus on most of the time. I want to look at what we have in common, those of us who attach importance to liturgical order and to try to get hold of some of the principles that seem to lie behind what we do. So I am not drawing a contrast between, say, the worship in Downside Abbey and the worship in Gloucester Cathedral. Rather I am wanting to explore what, despite 400 years of separation, we have in common. I am conscious, of course, that what we have in common now is far more than it was 50 years ago, not least because Anglicans did do a good deal of looking over their shoulder to see what difference Vatican 2 was making, and also because the liturgists of both churches have been seeking to recover some of the liturgical insights of the early and less divided Church.

So I want to make eight affirmations about catholic liturgy in this broad sense. I make them as an Anglican who believes they are things we have in common or, in some cases, ought to have in common. It is for you to say whether these ring bells with you.

First: Catholic liturgy is in touch with the holiness of God. It knows that worship is for worship. Other things may happen, not least because God turns what we offer into gifts back to us, and so the liturgy may convert, may teach, may engender fellowship and much more. But that is not its primary aim. Its aim is to reach up to the God who is already reaching down to us. It is to worship. And in so doing it is wanting to sense the reality, the beauty and the justice of God. For all the well-crafted work of the liturgical wordsmith, it ought sometimes to render us speechless. For all our confident grown-up relationship with a loving Father, it ought sometimes to bring us to our knees. 

To look at different Christian communities as they prepare and celebrate their Sunday worship is sometimes to find other priorities. There are some churches where it looks very much as if the major aim of the Sunday service is to evangelize. The service has been put together with a conscious intention of drawing into faith, may be by a powerful challenge, those not already committed. There is no doubt that worship at its best is a highly effective means of evangelism. But I doubt very much if it is what we should set out to do each Sunday morning. Or there are churches where it looks as if the major aim of worship is to teach. Anglicans in the past have been very ready for such an approach, for they have come to ‘hear the sermon’ more than anything else. Again this is very important, and there is no doubt that the liturgy itself is a great teacher, but is teaching what we are trying to do? In a third sort of church the emphasis seems to be on the building up of a sense of community. Here again, there is no doubt that true worship does engender a deep sense of fellowship, but it is not what we set out to achieve. This third sort of church illustrates how the pursuit of a lesser objective may blind that church to what is most needed. What really creates fellowship in a church community is faith deeply held and shared. What is needed in that church is a deep experience of the living God. 

For the truth is that the primary purpose of worship is not to evangelize, nor to teach, nor to engender fellowship, but to be in touch with the living God. It is important to say that worship is for worship, not primarily for anything else. Worship is to enable us to reach up to grasp the heel of heaven, to glimpse, albeit imperfectly and fleetingly, the life of heaven, to plug in, for a moment, to the worship of the angels and the praises of the saints. However and wherever the Sanctus found its way into the eucharist, it deserves to stay there for all time, if for no other reason than to remind us, every time we come, that we do not create worship; we simply join ourselves for a while to the perpetual worship around the throne of God.

Therefore with angels and archangels, and with all the company of heaven, we proclaim your great and glorious name, for ever praising you and saying: Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might, heaven and earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the highest.

My worry is not that our worship so often falls short of this. Our sinful human nature makes it inevitable that we shall, most of the time, remain fairly earthbound, and indeed there is a sense in which our feet ought to be firmly grounded on this earth, even though our hearts are up in heaven. No, I am not worried that we fail to find ourselves caught up in the holiness around the throne of God every time we share in the liturgy. My worry is that we appear not to expect it ever to happen. We are not yearning for it. We have lost sight of it as the crown of our worshipping endeavour. I believe that our worship will be of little avail until we have rebuilt that expectation in priest and people, worship leader and congregation, alike. Of course it will not happen to everybody every day. Of course it will rarely be a vision of God in all his beauty, and nearly always grasping the heel is the nearest we shall get. But we must not settle for less than a yearning to be touched by the glory, and to sense the angels and the saints.

The other things follow. Evangelism, teaching, fellowship, and much more, do indeed happen when the people of God are engaged in the liturgy, but not because we set out to do them. They happen because the worship is pure and deep and filled with the Spirit. People are converted, people are taught, people are drawn together, but only if they are touched by the power of the worship, and that depends on the relationship of the community to God. It is a kind of turning on its head that is part of the divine way of things. 

It works something like this. We offer to God our worship, as much in Spirit and in truth as we can. In our deluded human way we imagine it to be worthy. In reality it falls far short of what it ought to be, but God accepts it and uses it. We think we are giving something to him and, lo and behold, he turns it round and makes of it a gift to us. We have brought him our worship; he has turned it into a tool of evangelism or teaching or fellowship. That is his activity, not ours. We offer the worship; he does the rest. Supremely of course this is true of the Eucharist and perhaps it is not surprising in a sacrament where we bring bread and wine, and here again find them returned to us changed by his touch. He turns our offering into gift. Such is his way.

I’ve dwelt on that first principle, that catholic liturgy is in touch with the holiness of God, because I believe it is absolutely fundamental. But let’s move on. Second: Catholic liturgy models humanity made in God’s image.

That means, first of all, that it is inclusive. No-one is excluded on grounds of gender or ethnicity or age. The gathering of the Christian community for worship is, in theory, wonderfully counter-cultural. For we live in an age where people live more and more within their networks of like-minded people. Communities do still exist, but increasingly they are specialist communities, not geographical ones. As part of that, youth culture lives almost entirely in a world of its own, to some extent with its own language, certainly with its own music, and often deeply suspicious of an adult world. My own observation is that we have to work to some extent with that. Our churches do that on Sundays; they have, in effect, not one community, but a series of congregations, each liturgical celebration different from the others, because this one is for families, this for young people, this for those who like something quiet and reflective, may be even this for those who like Latin or plainchant or, in Anglican cathedrals, Byrd, Mozart and Stanford. If we  failed to operate with this variety of cultures we would be failing to grasp mission opportunities or to meet people where they are.

Nevertheless we do need to keep affirming inclusivity. I think that means, not only that the liturgy is for everyone, but also that sometimes it is for everyone together. Our worship must sometimes model the kingdom of God in which extraordinarily diverse brothers and sisters gather with a sense of family under the fatherhood of God. The failure of our churches (Anglicans probably worse than Catholics) in Britain fifty years ago to make all those Christians who came from the Caribbean welcome in our worship led to the formation of the independent black churches that are now a significant part of the church life of our land. Blessings have come through that. But there has also been huge loss to us all. There are not enough black faces in our churches, and not enough in our priesthood, for the Church to be seen as the inclusive community it wants to be. 

And perhaps this is the moment to mention gender. I think that we have made good progress here. Laying aside the issue of women and ordained ministry, to look at the Sunday liturgy in most of our churches now is to see women playing an equal role with men in performing those representative functions that members of the laity undertake  -  as readers, intercessors, eucharistic ministers. Yet I think too often what people see in the celebration of the liturgy, especially on great occasions, is an all male cast. There is a serious issue about the alienation of intelligent articulate women from the Church. Catholic liturgy models humanity made in God’s image. “Male and female created he them.”

Third: Catholic liturgy nurtures and guards the faith. It does this, supremely, of course, through rehearsing the story of salvation. Over and over again, it tells the story. It does that not simply to ensure that it is not forgotten, although “remembering” is an immensely strong word in the Christian tradition. Nor does it tell the story over and over again simply to engender our thankfulness for the mighty acts of God, though thanksgiving is fundamental to Christian life and worship. It rehearses the story so that, by entering into the experience of Jesus Christ, in his birth, his human life, his death and his resurrection, we may be conformed to his pattern, be shaped into Christ-likeness. That, of course, is one of the principal functions of the liturgical year. But it is also what is going on in the reading of the scriptures, the recitation of the Creed and the offering of the Eucharistic Prayer. 

The liturgy forms belief. Lex orandi, lex credendi. We have every reason to be thankful for a recovery of preaching in the Church, especially sermons and homilies that unpack the lections, open up the scriptures and relate to daily living. And we should rejoice that there are so many books published today that enable Christian people to explore their faith and be glad that many of them gather in house groups, bible study groups and discussion groups of various kinds. We may even be grateful for the occasional papal encyclical or the teaching of a synod of bishops. But we should not lose sight of the truth that what forms the belief of the people of God, more than anything else, are the words of the liturgy that they hear over and over again. Even when only half-attending they are absorbing the doctrine and being shaped by it. I come from a church that puts particular emphasis on this. We say that, inasmuch as there is an Anglican “take” on the doctrine of the Church, it is to be found in the 39 Articles of Religion, the Book of Common Prayer and the Ordering of Bishops, Priests and Deacons. Two of those three documents are liturgical ones, the third bound up with them. If you want to discover our doctrine, look to our liturgy. If that is true about what the Church as a body, it is also true of the individual worshipper. What he or she believes is what he or she hears over and over again in the liturgy.

It means that liturgy has a role in guarding the truth. It is one of the two principal reasons why our liturgies need to be authorised by due process. We need to ensure that what they say is theologically orthodox, that key truths have central place, that error does not creep in. That is much more difficult when there is a loosening up of liturgy, such as the Anglican Church has allowed, whereby at many points local texts or spontaneous utterances may replace the material over which the liturgists have laboured over many years. And part of the problem that we are experiencing is that, once you allow freedom in some areas, people then claim it in others. The parish priest becomes quite convinced that only he can write a Eucharistic Prayer entirely suitable for the children of his parish, even though he does not have the authority (or indeed the liturgical competence) so to do. But I think this is mainly an Anglican problem. Guarding right doctrine is a function of catholic worship.

There is another reason why texts and other liturgical provisions need to be authorised. It is because liturgy is one of the glues that holds the Church together. Sufficient commonality is crucial if the liturgy is to draw into unity. And, if people are to experience that sense of unity, then the liturgy needs to be recognisable wherever they go. All this argues for limits to diversity, though perhaps at present, in ministering to our fractured culture, we need to be exploring a greater diversity before we begin to reach its limits.

Catholic liturgy is in touch with the holiness of God. Catholic liturgy models humanity made in God’s image. Catholic liturgy nurtures and guards the faith. Four: Catholic liturgy reflects the nature of the Church and its ministries.

We have all been influenced by fresh thinking about how the body of Christ functions, going back to 1 Corinthians and to Ephesians and recovering more of a sense of the multiplicity both of gifts and of ministries. The picture of the Church that emerges from that kind of thinking needs to be expressed liturgically if worship is both to model the way the Church is and to help it to become something better. Liturgy both reflects and forms the Church. If the Church is a collaborative body, in which different gifts and ministries play their part, the liturgical celebration needs to demonstrate that. The days when one voice, ordained and male, dominated, the days when the people “heard” Mass rather than celebrated it, have passed. If we are to take ecclesiology seriously, we need to affirm both that the liturgy is collaborative celebration and also that laity, deacon and priest (or sometimes bishop) have their distinctive roles. 

In the Anglican provision, this statement governs the celebration of the eucharist:

Holy Communion is celebrated by the whole people of God gathered for worship. The ministry of the members of the congregation is expressed through their active participation together in the words and actions of the service, but also by some of them reading the Scripture passages, leading the prayers of intercession, and, if authorised, assisting with the distribution of communion.

It goes on to speak of the role of the deacon and then says of the presiding priest

The unity of the liturgy is served by the ministry of the president, who is presiding over the whole service holds both word and sacrament together and draws the congregation into a worshipping community.

 It seems to me to be important that we lay emphasis on the fact that the whole community is celebrant. I am always worried about the term “celebrant” referring only to the presiding priest or the term “concelebrant” to other clergy.

To be caught up in the action, to participate in it fully, is to ‘celebrate’. It is not only the presiding minister who ‘celebrates’ when the people of God are at worship. ‘Celebration’ is the characteristic activity of the whole worshipping community. We use the word in two senses. In the more limited sense, we mean that praise, thankfulness and joy will never be far below the surface, and often will burst into song, in Christian worship. In a wider sense, we know that even when worship appears to be chiefly concerned with some other aspect of Christian experience  -  confession, reflection, intercession  -  it is all within the context of a trusting joyful faith, founded on good news of salvation. There is the celebration of the party for the prodigal son behind every act of sorrowful confession and search for forgiveness. There is an alleluia deep down in every reflection or meditation, however anxious, perplexed or uncertain it may be. 

So we must affirm the whole people of God as celebrants, but served by the deacon and by the priest, in their distinctive orders and with their particular roles. For catholic liturgy reflects the nature of the Church and its ministries.

Five: Catholic liturgy discovers the presence and nourishment of Christ. I have been particularly grateful for the ARCIC statement on the Eucharist, which seemed to get behind a number of controversies and misunderstandings. In particular it affirms that the presence of Christ in the Eucharist is not focused in the sacramental presence in the bread and wine over which thanks has been given, but also in the word and in the assembly. Christ is present as the community gathers and affirms its unity. He is present in their fellowship. For they are the body of Christ. Yes, they feed on the sacramental body, but they are themselves the mystical body and Christ is encountered in their assembly before ever we speak of word or sacrament.  There is a sense in which each touches the Body in the kiss of peace, not in the same way as each touches the Body in the host, but in a parallel way.

The presence of Christ is also in the reading and expounding of the word and supremely in the proclamation of the gospel. We greet the Lord as we prepare to hear it read and respond to its reading  -  “Glory to you, O Lord.” And we see in the Book of Gospels an icon of the presence of Christ in the Liturgy of the Word. This is a long way from the view implicit in the way we used to celebrate the liturgy where the scripture readings appeared to be simply part of the preparation for what really mattered  -  the sacramental presence. To have rediscovered the presence of Christ in the Word that we break and share is a huge gain.

But, yes, of course, it remains a key insight of catholic liturgy that we discover the real presence of Christ with special intensity when, following his command, we take bread and wine, give thanks, break bread and receive in remembrance of him. How exactly that presence is understood and expressed will continue to occupy the theologians in every age, but the mystery of the sacramental presence will always be at the heart of catholic liturgy and faith.

Presence and nourishment. You can stand aside from presence, recognise it, recognise him, but be detached. But the presence of Christ  -  in the assembly, in the word, in the sacrament  -  is intended to be not only recognised, but received in such a way that we are fed, nourished, equipped. I suppose one of the great gains of liturgical renewal has been the end (well, almost the end) of the non-communicating Mass. We do not simply adore Christ present in our midst. We are fed by him. He gives and we receive. But, again, it is not only by the sacramental receiving that we are fed. The assembly itself, into which we are gathered, feeds us by its common life and faith. The scriptures nourish us too. We do not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Yes, catholic liturgy discovers, over and over again, the presence and the nourishment of Christ.

Six: catholic liturgy is sacramental. And that, you may think, is obvious, but I am wanting to use the word in its broadest sense, not just in relation to seven named sacraments or two that have a special place across the universal church. I mean that it takes matter seriously, whether water or bread or wine or oil. It looks for meaning. It expects an outward and visible form to be a sign of an inner and spiritual grace. The sacramental is always an extension of the incarnational. A catholic understanding of the eucharist has always recognised that it is the miracle of Bethlehem that, in a certain sense, we reproduce on the altar as much as the mystery of Calvary. The God who, in the birth of Jesus, revealed himself in the physical, the bodily, so that you could touch him, is the sacramental God who, though he has spoken to us through his Word, his Son, communicates with us more often than not in the silence of sacrament, sign and symbol.

It is a tired debate that argues about how many sacraments there are. Sacramental is simply the way God is. When I get down on my knees, as no doubt the abbot will do, on Maundy Thursday and wash the feet of the community with whom I am sharing the Triduum, that will be a sacramental act, grace-giving for me who will do it, for those twelve people who will receive it and, please God, for all those who will witness it. And sacramental acts, such as these, are, please God, increasingly part of the worship of the Church.

Once we recognise that God acts in the things we do in the liturgy, it makes us much more rigorous about our actions and gestures. Every thing we do in the liturgy conveys meaning, especially to those who have been trained to look for meaning. We need to be wary lest the way we celebrate the liturgy sometimes conveys meanings we would not want to be received, unhelpful pictures of the nature of God or of the Church.

Once we recognise that God acts in the things we do in the liturgy, it also makes us think again about the use of the body in worship and the use of the senses too. Catholicism has always taken the senses more seriously than the Reformed tradition, which all too often has seemed to work only through the ears and sometimes even the ears open only to words and not to music. Sight and touch and taste and smell are all part of the offering of the whole self, body, mind and spirit, to God. As God is a sacramental God, offering himself in the material and the physical, so we are sacramental beings, offering ourselves through our bodies and our senses. Catholic liturgy recognises that.

Seven: Catholic liturgy has the power to convert. In a sense, I have already engaged with this when I said, near the beginning, that worship is, above all else, for worship, but that God does other things with it. It was John Wesley who spoke of the eucharist as a “converting ordinance” and we ought never to underestimate the power of liturgy to sweep people off their feet and put them down in a quite new place. There is too great a drive for immediate intelligibility in worship  -  everybody must be able to understand instantly  -  but the truth is that people can be drawn very powerfully by something they do not understand, if it is authentic, if it shines with the mystery of God and if the participants are caught up in it, totally engaged. Understanding can follow. Being touched by the transcendent comes first.

Conversion is, of course, not, for most of us, a once-for-all transition complete in itself. We are formed in our discipleship, conformed to the pattern of Christ, over the course of a life time. Even when we are weekly, even daily, communicants, it may take years to turn us into genuinely eucharistic people. But, whether it be the conversion of single moment, drawing a person into the serious search for meaning or bringing them to faith, or the gradual conversion of the Christian achieved over a life time, catholic liturgy has the power to convert, if only we will have confidence to let it do so.

Eight: Catholic liturgy has three heartbeats: baptism, eucharist and daily prayer. I have struggled for the right word and may be “heartbeat” is not quite right, but I am wanting to emphasise what it is that forms the staple diet of liturgy, sustains the Church and the individual worshipper and also inspires and fills with prayer and worship those other more occasional liturgical celebrations that form part of our life cycle or the Church’s annual cycle. And I reckon these three to be baptism, eucharist and daily prayer.

Of these the eucharist is the most obvious. It is the Christian offering par excellence. It is celebrated at the Lord’s command. It is for any committed Catholic Christian a central element in their week, for some, in their day. All the things I have talked about find their deepest expression in the eucharist. About that probably no more needs to be said.

But baptism? Is that really one of the heartbeats of the liturgy. Go back a couple of generations and you would certainly not think so. Baptism was what happened to you, probably at an age at which you would not remember it, and, once it was done, it was done, complete. You really had no need to return to it. That has changed. The recovery of the relationship of baptism to Easter has helped. So has the renewal of the Easter liturgy that allows us to make connections. Increasingly, though more, I think, in my church than in yours, baptism almost invariably celebrated in the Sunday liturgy in the presence of the community, rather than seen as a private family rite. Talk of the baptismal community and of the ministry of all the baptised has contributed. Opportunities to renew baptismal commitment. Imaginative liturgies using water generously. All these are moving us from the sense of my baptism as something that once happened to me to my baptism as something that goes on committing me to following Christ and learning his pattern of dying and rising. Somehow my baptism now belongs to my present, whereas somehow it used to belong to my past.

Now your average Roman Catholic dips her hand in the holy water on the way into church, but does she have as much sense of herself as living out the mystery of her baptism as she has of living out the mystery of the eucharist. I suspect not yet. But we need to work on it.

And then there is daily prayer  -  the divine office. That to me is a heartbeat of the Church and its worship. Of course you do not need to hear that in Downside. The religious life, especially the Benedictine life, has never lost that. Interesting, of course, that Benedict’s rule engages with a great deal of detail about the office, the opus dei, but does not mention the eucharist at all. In a sense the religious communities took over the office and made it so much theirs that the rest of the Church rather lost the plot. Modern scholarship, recovering the sense of the “people’s office” or the “cathedral office”, quite different, in some respects, from the monastic, is helping us to recover a lost treasure. I suppose the key truths are that the Church’s liturgical daily prayer is, not just for the clergy and the religious, but for everyone, and that the Church’s liturgical daily prayer, although it may be said by an individual alone in solidarity with the Church, is nevertheless a communal activity. In more and more churches of my diocese groups of lay people will gather to say the divine office in the morning or the evening or sometimes both. There is a renewed interest in this enriching liturgical prayer, helped for us in the Church of England by a fine new office book, Daily Prayer, which, of course, has much in common with the Breviary.

I believe one of the great benefits of this development is that it is helping people to recover the relationship between public liturgy and private prayer. For the two had become dangerously divorced, being seen as two entirely separate activities. Yet the truth is that our personal private praying needs the stimulus of liturgy and scripture if it is not to degenerate into us talking to ourselves, and the liturgy, if it is to come to life, needs to be undergirded by Christians who bring to it a deep prayerfulness that is sustained from opening greeting till final dismissal, a prayerfulness that has been grown in their personal praying, but which then can transform the quality of the liturgy. For the liturgy must be prayed.

So, although there is some way to go, I rejoice that catholic liturgy has three heartbeats: baptism, eucharist and daily prayer.

There are my eight affirmations. By way of postscript, for I promised to do this, a word about monastic liturgy and the worship of the Church of England. I believe we inherited from the monastic tradition and kept alive the divine office as a sung and corporate activity. Most obviously, of course, this has been in our cathedrals, with the daily singing of Evensong and, until educational constraints killed it off a couple of generations ago, the daily singing of Mattins. Cathedral Evensong is, of course, an art form all of its own, but you can see the rock from which it was hewn and sometimes half sense the medieval monks joining in, especially in the psalmody. But I don’t think it is just a cathedral phenomenon. It was Cranmer’s genius (he who was burnt at the stake 450 years ago this month) to take the monastic offices and reduce them to two, Morning and Evening Prayer, incorporating elements from the discarded forms, and then to advocate these as people’s offices. He wanted everybody there in church to say the psalms and hear the scriptures read every day. He did not succeed in his ambitious aim. Nevertheless the office as a public part of liturgy for the community took root and Anglicans have never entirely lost it. Indeed it sustained us through some fairly unsacramental years. It still has something of the Benedictine about it.

But I think the Benedictine influence is felt in another much more subtle way, less easy to describe. Again the line of influence is from the monastic churches that became cathedrals at the Reformation but never lost something of their Benedictine ethos gradually influencing the Church more widely. It is in the area of ritual and ceremonial, action and gesture. Anglican worship can be both fussy and messy, but at its best it has a quiet dignity, a gentle and ordered pace, a liking for the beauty of holiness, but all a little understated and restrained. That, which I recognise as Anglican liturgy at its best, whether in an ordinary parish church on a Sunday or on the television screens on a great national occasion, I only meet and recognise in one other place  -  a Benedictine Church with a community of monks at worship. I always remember meeting it at Bec and it feeling like coming home. 

I hope that, as our two churches, keep growing together liturgically as they celebrate catholic liturgy, that particular Benedictine strand will influence us both.
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