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]'ar�s of' Reference 

"The Liturgical Commission would be grateful if you would comment 
upon:r .. 

1. Whether there is any Biblical or patristic ground for
accepting belief' in Prayers for the Dead.

2. I:ow far Prayers for the Dead can be regarded as legal and
legitimate according to the f'ormularies of' the Church of'
Engla:n.d,

3, Are there any forms of' Prayer for the Departed which are 
regarded as theologically sound a.�d others not? 

4. In your opinion, is the prayer in "Australia !6911 objectionable
in a:::iy way? It would be usef'ul also if' members could co=ent
upon Series II in the light of' your discussion."

�i.gg� 

Initially, there seem to be widely different definitions of' 
"Prayers for the Dead (Departed) 11 in operation in the Church. 
The sub-cm:nni ttee was thus gra. tef'ul to note O and partially to 
accept, the tentative definition set out by Canon D.W.B. Robinson 
(Australian Church Record, April 16, 1970) as one that is a
reasonably accurate description of' what the ph.rase 1 

( 1Prayers 
:for the Dead t ) is often taken to mean, i.e., 

tr(i.e, prayers which seek some benefit for them), 

However, as will be seen i..'l this report, the sub-,committee was 
agreed that such a definition, or description, is inadequate to 
describe prayers of' either commendation, or commemoration, of' 
the f'a.i th:ful departed in the con text of' prayers for the li:fe of' 
the Church either in intercession or thanksgiving - in public 
worship. 

Al thoug}1 this sub-committee did not actually attempt to formulate 
a f'oraa.l definition of' such prayer :for the dead, it was 
U.."lani.r.1ou.sly agreed that az1y such def'i.:i.ition should make reference 
to those prayers for the dead which include commendation, 
com,"aemoration, as well as those which "seek some benefit f'or them. 11 

Pro_9edure 

This report begins with an attempt to answer the various questions 
in the terms of' reference (above) and will include a seried of' 
appendices (not included in the edition. Available if' required,M,M.T,) 
in. which a variety of' material is set out. 

Bi,bl,_i_oal and Patristic Grounds 

A. ]'h_§>_ Bible

We a.re a.greed that there is no specific Biblical material,
either injunction or precedent,. which would serve as an adequate 
basis for a doctrine of Prayers f'or the Dead. 

The 2 possible Biblical precedents are 2 Macc, __ ,c:i,j.. 43-45 and
-� Tim. i_.18.
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2 Ifacc. xii.4J-45 is, of' course, subject to the norma1 
interprotation of' Artic1e VI. 

2 TL:,. L, 18 invo1ves a conc1usion which is based on what 
is adJ.i tted to be but one of' a number of' possible 
interpretations of' this verse. Thus J,N,D. Ke11y 0 one 
of' the most recent of' commentators who accepts that 
this is an authentic examp1e of' ear1y CI1ristian Prayer 
for the Dead (indeed, L-i his view, a prayer of' St, Paul) 
go0s on: 

"The prayer in quos-tion, it shou1d be noted, is a,,.
exceeciing1y genera1 one, amounting on1y to the 
col:h-:10ndat ion of' the dead man. to the divine mercy. 11 

(J.H,D. Ke11y, The Pastora1 Epist1es 0 Po171 of' 
the Harper's Hew Testament Commentaries ed.) 

It is to be noted, however, that within the Ang1ican Communion 
ac7.d indeed within the sub-committee, where this wide1y he1d view 
is shared by some members, these two references do not exhaust 
the possib1e Scriptura1 bases of' such a belief', or at least that 
there is a wider Scriptura1 support f'or the practice of commendation 
of' the departed than these two verses indicate, The various concepts 
of our union with Christ, or of' eternal life are interpreted by 
some to be germaine to such practice, 

B, The Fathers 

We are agreed that there is an abundant amount of patristic 
precendent for the practice of' "prayer for the dead", and much 
of' it quite f'ree of any implicit doctrine of' purgatory, of any 
kind, 0nd certain1y not of' a 11 Romish doctrine"• 

The earliest examples of' such prayers - dating from w itl1in the 
first century" and wid0ly adjudged to be within New Testament times 
come f'rom inscriptions on sa;?cophagi etc. We note that the 
interpretation of some of' tl.'lese has in face been challenged, Ithus, 
e.g., whether the initials R,I,P, • when used, might indicate
requiesci-c, instead of requiescat, in pac •• ,) but such a challenge
is relevant only in a very few examp1es 0 the majority being patient 
of only the interpretation that we do have numbers of' speoif'ic 
commendatory prayers for a departed Christian, Inscriptions a.re 
however not the o nly forms of' such evidence, 

Extant in the liturgies of both East and West, and in the sermons 
of' such f'athers as Ambrose of' Milan, Augustine of' Hippo, and 
Athanasius of' Alexandria, are specific and comp1ex examples of 
such prayers. These prayers a.re� of' course, varied in structure, 
content and theo1ogy, Most of' t hem ~ whether short inscriptions 
a1most identical wit h 2 Tim. i.18, or the r.:iore e1aborate1y 
constructed prayers (e.g., :L-i Bishop Serapion f s Prayer Book) re:flect 
thanes of' commemorative and commendatory prayer, and on1y by a very 
strained type of' exegesis cou1d be in.terpreted to imply a 11Romish 
do otrine of' Purga. tory 11 • 

However, we agree with the Liturgical Commissioners of' the 
Church of' England, who examined these same materials (see their 
Report on the Burial of' the Dead� Alternative Services, Second 
Series, 1966) when the y state that it exceedingl y dif'f'icu1t to 
find in this rich source of material a consistent theo10GY for 
such pra.yero 

There is no doubt however that there is sufficient patristic 
evidcmce to support those who contend that it w as a contL,.uous 
pra.ctice o:f tho Churches in the Patristic period to commend and 
to con:unemora te the f'ai thf'u1 dead in the context of' pub1ic worhsip, 
&�din the burial practices. 
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Legality and Legitimacy 

A. Is the Praotic�Legal?

We are agreed that the practice of' Prayers :for the Dead is
legal according to the f'omularies of' the Church of' Engl.and. 

We quote :from the judgement of' Judge Gage, Chancellor, in the 
Coventry Consistory Court, Feb. 3, 1962, In re St. Mary the 
Virgin Il.mington. 

11L"'1. Ea1sbury 1 s Laws of' Engla.'ld, 3rd ed., 1955, vol.13, 
P• 337 there occurs this passage:-

1The practice of' praying f'or the dead is of' nuch 
earlier date than the doctrine of' purgatory o Prayers 
:for the dead do not fall under the same condemnation 
as the Roman doctrine of' Purgatory, and are legal.. 
The use of' such prayers has become much more general, as 
also are inscriptions on memorial. tablets and stones 
containing words of' supplication f'or peace a-'ld light 
f'or the departed. 1 " 

Judge Gage, af'ter f'urther quotation f'ron the Dean of' Arches in 
Dupuis vs the Parishioners of' Ogbourne st. George, goes on:-

B, 

"There is nothL"'1.g that I know of', no canon of' the 
Church, no measure, no authority, which prohibits 
prayers :for the dead and renders them illegal.. II

I§_1:I,e�J'racti.ce I Illeg;i.�tim1a-to r ? 

We note, as wel.1 1 in tlo.e opinion of' some (notably Grif'f'iths Thomas) 
that such a praotice,as to the legality of' which there is no serious 
question, might still be thought il.legi timate. As in the case of' 
Canon Robinson 1 s def'initiog (already noted) the section in the 
Prayer :for the Whole State of' Christ's Church militant here on 
earth (B.C.P, 1662): 

11.&nd we al.so bless thy holy name f'or all thy sorvants 
doparted this lif'e in thy :faith and fear; beseeching 
thee to give us grace so to f'oll.ow heir good examples, 
that with them we may be partakers of' thy heavenly 
kingdom: n 

is not a prayer f'or the dead, though it may still be thought a 
form of' commemoration or comm endation. In Grif'f'iths Thomas's 
opi..>iion it would be thought illegitimate to go beyond what in 
his opinion was, historically, the intention of' the framers of' 
B. C, P, 1662,

However, this sub-collll!littee was unanimous neither in accepting 
or rejecting this opinion, as the historical. evidence, and its 
interpretation, admits of' other - and in the opinion of' the 
English Liturgical. Collll!lissioners, - more cogent interpretation. 
(see pp. 104-111, of the Report, Alternative Services, Second 
Serios, 1966). 

Sound or Unso,.,mp._I'!'a;i:ers 

cle are unanimously agreed that there are Prayers :for the Dead 
which are theologically sound, and yet others theological1y unsound. 
O··.r problera, as might be expected, was to reach an adequate 
definition of' such sotL."'1.d.�ess. 
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We are, however, agreed, Ucc.animous1.y, on the criteria which belong 
to prayers that c:= "theologically sound". We would list these1-

1. The a£fir□ation that God alone is the source o:f our hope
:for tl1.e departed.

2. The af'f'iri.ia tion that we nake our prayer II through" or II in" 
Jesus Christ, whose work :for us men and our salvation is 
the 0:1.ly source of' our assurance. 

3y t:us we mean to indicate, emphatically, that we would 
m1.animously reject a11.y prayer which seems to call in 
question, in any way, the ef':fectiveness o:f Christ 1 s 
redeeming work. 

3. The a:ff'irmation of the various appropriate Scriptural promises
a..,d assurances which are traditional in such prayers.

4. Such prayers should be commendatory an.d/or colllQemorative in
the context of' a tlm.c--ucsgiving, especially f'or the wor� o:f
Jesus Christ.

Fron the wide variety of prayers which we considered in our searoh 
:for adequate criteria, we would note the f'ollow.1-ng as e1camples of 
which the majo rity approved - and ask f'or your appreciation of' the 
sources of these prayers. 

1. Archbishop Willia.a Teeple
11 0 Lord our God, f'rom Whom neither death nor li:fe ca...-1
separate those who trust il1. Thy love, and whose love
holds in its embrace thy children i., this warl.d and the
uext l so unite us to Thyself' tioa t in :fellowship with
Thee we may always bo united to our loved ones whether
here or there ; give us courage, constancy and hope;
through Him who died a11.d was buried a..,d rose again :for
us, Jesus Christ our Lordo Amen. 11 

2. The Rona.'1. Canon (traditional)

11Rer:1onber, Lord, the souls of' thy serva.'l.ts ,md o:f thy
he.nd!:laids 0 who have gone be:forc:, us with tho sign of faith,
nnd s1.unbcr c;o.d sleep in poacoo We beaoach The, Lord•
graciously to grant to them and to all who rest in Christ
a place of' ref'reshment,l.ight and peace& through the saLie
Christ our Lord. A□en. 11 

:3. Ca.7.on E.N. Wes t (of' u.s.A.) 

11 0 Lord Jesus Christ, who, f'or the coopleteness of' t..'1.L,e 
I:ncaX'nation didst ordain that eve;.1. the dead should hear 
thy saving Gospel; Grant us, by thy victory over death 1

to know a1.l souls as living unto theee, that we too nay 
l.ove the;;, in that love from which naught shall be able to 
separate the sons of' God; through thy mercy, who livest 
and reignest with the Father and the Hol.y Spirit, one God, 
worl.d without end. ALien." 

These we list sioply as e1car.,ples of' prayers which we agree f'ul.f'il one 
or more of' the various criteria with which we woul.d operate. For 
cor.,pleteness 0 as well to do justice to the type of' criticism we 
used, we give an ex��ple of' a prayer, widely used, but which we 
agree should be tightened, theologically. 

Canon R,W, Lee (of' Eors:-1an,. quoted i.,. Hacnutt, The Prayer 
Manual., Ho. 819) 
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"Into thy hands, 0 God, we oor.imend t..'ie souls of all 
our loved ones (especially., •• ) as into t..'ie hands of 
a f'ai tl1:fu1 creator a...7.d □ost loving Saviour : beseeching 
Thee to grant u.s.,to them pardon a...7.d peace and, of thine 
inf'inite goodness, wisdcn and power, to  work in them the 
good purpose of' thy perfect will ; tht•ough Jesus Christ 
our Lord. Amen" 

We would agree t..�at some such emendation as :follows would 
ir.iprove this prayers 

"• •• a11.d most loving Saviour; and as Thou alone dost grant 
pardon &7.d peace, we beseech 'l'hee, o:f' thine i11.f'ini te 
goodt1ess I wisdon and power, to work il.'l then. 0 � ". " 

Aµstralia '69 a'1.d Seri� 

Tl1.ere is no doubt anong us that the f'orm of' prayer in the 
Interoessio:1. of' Australia 1 69 is NOT objecti onable in any way. 

We are a.greed that this f'or!!l of' interoessio!l. is in no way 
reyug:.�aut to Scripture. 

lle a:..�e ag:;oeed that this f'orn of' interoes,;ion is both legal and 
1egi ti□ate, according to tl1.e received standards of' doctrine and 
worship of tl�is Church. 

Ire are agreed that this f'orra of prayer is theologically sound. 

We are, of' course, aware that there are those Anglicans who 
regard any such f'or□ of' prayer as being, in soae sense, a departure 
from practices which, with the□ are custonary. But it is not 
possible to maintain the charge of' novelty beyond specific local 
usage. There is sufficient evidence, froo within the time of tl1e 
E.,.glish Reformation and the pe riod which produces the B.C.P. 1662, 
when the debate on this subject was heated, prolonged a;.--id thorough, 
to show tl,at even those who r,10st veher:ienliy opposed anything which 
eight poseibly be i11terpreted as a step towards a 11Romish doctrine" 
were not unaccustoraed, even though with sooe reluctance, to accept 
tho theological validity a,,.d pastoral. exped:lonoy of such 
ooomeoorativo fo rms of' prayer, even in tI1e context of' a eucharist. 

We aro agroed that Australia t69 is nuch less open to possible 
suspicion on lli"I.Y traditional grounds against the praoti ce of' Prayers 
f'or the Dead than any for□ of' .Ang1ioal revisi on since 1662. 

Thus, we.rile a majority agreod that the sinilar petition o;f Series 2, 
in sinilar context of' tha..--1.ksgiving and intercession in no way
contravenes the accepted norms of doctrine and worohip even of 
this (Austrol.ia.n) Church, wo also agree that it is open to a ouch 
wider variety of' interpretation, and thus, for some poople, would be 
suggestive or r.rlstaken theology. It is to be noted, of course, that 
the English Coc�tlssion, being conscious o;f this possible variety 
of interpretati on and theology, explieit:1.y nakes the petiti on an 
optional one. But our exOI:Jination of' this wl1.ole question has made 
us conscious of the surer pastoral. 1 touch 1 of Australia 1 69. 

�er ComI���ts and Suggest�S@§_ 

Our attention wa.s, of' course,focused on tI-1e recent oontraversy 
in the Australia..."!. Church Record, and we would all wa.7.t to record our 
thanks for t:'J.o oaref'u1 coc:isidera.tion given this aattor by the various 
oembers of' the Liturgical Corn:dssio"1. in that do bate I and especially 
to the short letter of' Ca..7.on D.W,B,.- Robinson which brought tho 
thool.ogioa.1 aspect of tc"lcit con traversy to m-i end. We are of' t:"le 
opinion that the debate U:"ldorlines the need for the Liturgical. 
Co=rl.ssion to produeo, or seek to have produced an cxanination of the 
Theology of Prayer, or at least to attenpt to state, or restate the 
principles of' corporate worship whiol"l are presupposed iri its services. 
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.QANOH ROBTIJSON ON _,AUS'.['_RALIA 1 69 

.As a oenber of th.e Standing Liturg1oa1 Coi::n:tlssion who is 
on Evang01.ica1, 1::iay I stat0t 

1. That I consider a11 pray0rs for the departed (i.e., prayers
which s00n son0 benefit for t�e□) to be unbib1ioal and a1so to
oontrave::w the prinoipl0s of' doctrine a.7.d worship 1aid down in
the standard of" our Cl'2urch, ar1.d therefore i11oga1J

2, T:-,.,it �· against oy :friend and oo11eague Dr. Sharwood - I 
co:o.sidor it wou1d be ioproper :f"or the Coi:ll'.lission to oake 
availab10 :f"orns of prayer for ti1.0 departed, even at the request 
of' sor.10 scctio:;.1. in the Ch1.1rch; 

• 
1 
'' 

J. That I do not consider the words 11Wo l0ave in your lweping r-. 
to be a prayer :f"or the departed in the sense defined above, or in 
a::ly sense i:a which Ref'orned church.won have traditionally objected 
to such prayers, but rather to be an aoknowledgenent of', and 
trust:fu1 acqui0scence in, the will of" God Who has reo.oved a 
Christian fron this life and take□ hi□ to Hinself. 

4. That, while I consider these words wou1d □ore appropriately
be used at the corJD.ittal of tl1.0 body in a burial service (f'or
which th0y were first suggested) and are only really appropriate
in their present position in regard to soneone of ,man the
congregation has just been bereaved, the words thense1ves are not
aobiguous, and are not capable in their ordinary grau,;iatica1 sense
of being construed as asking a benefit for the departed. (Even
should ltl1.ey be ineptly used :L.--:i regard to sone one long dead, they
would still not be erroneous in substa.7.ce, though the notion of
"leaving in God's keepi:ng 11 wou1d be otiose);

5. That I do not approve of' allowing a service to include
doctrinally doubtfu1 words to be used optionally by such as can
agree with then; and that the reason for the words under dis­
cussion being in. brackets L"l .Australia 2 69 was not to pernit
their o:::ission by any who - night object to their doctrine, but
because it was thought they wou1.d only occasionally be appropriate;

6. TI1.at, if' it be argued that the words, though not grar.n:iatic1:1lly
a prayer :for the departed, tight nevertheless, by vague association,
be used by souoone as if t:-iey were, this objection would app1y
eq:.ta1J.y against the petitio:1. in the 1662 service "that witl1. ( the
fai t:rl'ul departed) we nay be partakers of T:1.y heavenly kingdon, 11
Indeed, I believe the Australia 1 69 words nay be in less danger
of r:tlscons truction than are t:.w 1662 words •

May I observe incidentally that EvangelicaJ.s have, so far 
as I know, never objected to the words 11Fatl,er $ in Thy gracious 
keeping / Loavc we now Thy serva.'lt sleeping, 11 which conclude each 
verse o-:i: Joh.,. E11erton 1 s hyi:m. 11Now the labourer's tack is o'er," 
found L--:i ti,e cvange1ica1 hya.--:i books Hyr:i.'lal Conp,inion and Church 
HYJ:.mal f'or tl1.o Christian.Year. 


