Peter M. Antoci

Proper C-9 

Gal. 6:1-18, Ps.66 

(Lk 10:1-20, Is.66:10-16)

Independence Day: Praying & Serving – The Great Litany

Bear one another’s burdens… this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.         Galatians 6
With these words, Paul reminds the Galatians that the BEDROCK of Christian action is service to one another.  He claims that Christ’s law of love is more than a sentimental feeling between me and my Jesus.  Christ’s law of love is action; it is service and advocacy on behalf of those who need us.  Paul wants to make clear the connection between our commitment to follow Christ and our commitment to serve the world around us.  And so he continues: Do not be deceived; you reap whatever you sow. So let us not grow weary in DOING what is right. Gal.6
We see this same emphasis on faithful action in the gospel today.  Jesus sends out 70 disciples to bring the words and deeds of peace – to bring God’s SHALOM – to the towns and villages around him.  In Psalm 66 we see a different sort of faithful action: God’s faithful action on behalf of his people, and  we also see how a faithful believer prays.  It is the prayer of someone struggling with their burdens, while searching for the right way to go.  The psalmist says:
(God) holds our souls in life and will not allow our feet to slip.  I called out to God 
with my mouth…If I had found evil in my heart the Lord would NOT have heard 
me; but in TRUTH God has heard me…(and) has not rejected my prayer. Ps 66
Here the link between the TRUTH of what is in our hearts and the DEEDS we commit on this earth, is made explicit.  The author Audre Lorde spoke to this same connection when she said:

The quality of light by which we scrutinize our lives has direct bearing upon …  
the changes we hope to bring about through our lives.   (A. Lorde.  Sister Outsider, 1984)
Honest prayer can bring God’s light into our lives.  Authentic prayer can help us understand what we HAVE BEEN doing, and help us DISCERN what we SHOULD BE doing to bear one another’s burdens.  Now discernment is a gift, a charism, of the Holy Spirit, and we ALWAYS need more of it.  

Of course, the links between prayer, discerning truth, and our responsibilities to each other have long been the stuff of Christian spirituality in general and Anglican spirituality in particular.  In the Book of Common Prayer, the priest prays that the newly baptized will have an “inquiring and discerning heart, and the courage to will and to persevere.”  (BCP 308)  Anglican spirituality is focused on the links in our common life.  These are the links of the COMMON GOOD and our COMMON PRAYERS to DO good.  This is why the English Reformation produced a Bible and a Prayer Book!   But remember: the Prayer Book was always about COMMON (or community) prayer, NOT private devotions.  And the first Authorized English translation, or the King James Bible, was INTENTIONALLY created for PUBLIC reading during the community’s worship service, not just private devotion in one’s study. And so Anglican or Episcopalian spirituality starts with the COMMUNITY AT PRAYER.  THAT is the great legacy of the English Reformation.  The English Reformers, living in a chaotic and bloody age, wanted to emphasize that Christian action BEGINS with Christians who pray together.  Our church is first and foremost a communion, not a confession; and those who insist upon doctrinal purity as a condition of belonging to the Church misunderstand our own history. We see the Church first as a place for people to pray alike, NOT to THINK alike.
It was because of this insight – I daresay this INSTINCT – that the very first ritual prepared by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, in English, was the Great Litany.  It was published for community use in 1544, FIVE YEARS before the first BCP.  The Great Litany quickly became the prayer of the community in chaotic and bloody times.  Christians had prayed for the community in liturgical litanies at least since the 5th century in Rome.  They were often used in times of civil or national distress; times of sickness and epidemics; times of war and oppression; times of instability and change.  Cranmer appropriated this ancient Christian prayer form and made it the VERY FIRST English COMMON PRAYER, for times of community and national need.  The BCP STILL commends the Great Litany in times of war.  For almost 500 years Anglicans have prayed the Great Litany in all sorts of time, for the good of ourselves, for the good of our country and for the good of the world.  That’s because PRAYER is the beginning of Christian deeds.  

So I would ask you this week to take some time and read over the Great Litany (which you can find on page 148 of the BCP).  Let this common prayer take you through its sanctifying rhythm.  Notice how it begins with an invocation of the Trinity, reminding us that we come from God.  Then it reminds us of our human vulnerabilities, such as our spiritual frailties, natural disasters and social violence.  Then we are reminded of the story of Christ Jesus – a story that tells us salvation is available to all people, in all conditions, at all times.  It is out of listening to this story that we pray for the knowledge of how to live in the world as Christians, as humans, and as citizens.  We are prompted to pray for the burdens of the world, and all sorts of people.  And toward the end, lest we weary or become frightened by the enormity of the world’s needs – we are reminded again of the ONE WHO CARES FOR US ALL, and we call upon Christ and his grace.  (G.L.Armentrout, R.B. Slocum, eds.  An Episcopal Dictionary of the Church.  Church Publishing, NY.)

So this week, pray the Great Litany, and remember the word’s we heard today from Galatians:

Bear one another’s burdens… this way you will fulfill the law of Christ…Galatians 6
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