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For many years, Episcopal congregations have with their bishop’s permission been experimenting with the Revised Common Lectionary. I have given consent for such use since I became Bishop in charge of the Convocation. Our parish with the most experience of it, I believe, is Christ-the-King Episcopal Church, Frankfurt, Germany.

Now the General Convention 2006 has made the RCL the official lectionary of The Episcopal Church, beginning Advent I, 2007. Permission to use the one printed in current editions of the Book of Common Prayer will expire in 2010.

As I have never used the RCL in parish ministry, I am personally discovering it myself. It occurred to me that I might not be the only one… Hence these “Notes.”

The basic lectionary comes from the Roman Catholic Church’s Ordo lectionum Missae of 1969, on which the present Episcopal lectionary was based. As people used it, they grew tired of the practice of making the Old Testament lesson a reflection of the Gospel reading. While this is a helpful tool to study the interrelationship of the two Testaments, it means that the Hebrew Scriptures are always in a subordinate position, being “cherrypicked” to follow the Gospels which are read in course. In the 1980s, the North American Consultation on Common Texts, an ecumenical commission of Roman, Episcopalian, and Reformed scholars, worked to create a lectionary in which the Old Testament has readings in course as well. Its first fruits were published in 1983; the RCL as we know it came out in 1992. It is presently in use in most North American Protestant denominations, as well as much of the Anglican Communion. The Church of England uses it (with some adaptations) for Common Worship. For now the Roman Church continues to use the older lectionary that started it all.

The RCL continues the previous pattern in the Sundays before Pentecost (in any event, the rubric on BCP 19 forbids changing Sunday readings from Last Pentecost through First Epiphany and Last Epiphany through Trinity Sunday). After Pentecost, when the Gospel of the year is read in course, various passages of the OT Books are also read in course, much like the Daily Office lectionary. There is also a choice which allows the planners or liturgical president (if that is who plans liturgies) to stick to the older pattern as well. The strength of this lectionary, it seems to me, is that it gives the preacher choices that the older one does not. Obviously, as with the Daily Office, reading the Old Testament, Epistle, and Gospel in course all at the same time can make for great difficulty for the homilist—and congregational amusement—to relate one passage to another! But it is also an invitation to preach sermon series, especially on the Hebrew Scriptures, which many, it seems to me, tend to avoid preaching on altogether.

Another strength is that the RCL incorporates more stories about women in the Bible, again enlarging our resources for preaching and teaching.

From these choices of “track” to follow will flow the choices of music, both hymns and choral repertoire, as well as Eucharistic prayer (I do hope that our congregations will find ways to use all eight in the BCP, as well as in Enriching Our Worship). If one sticks with the OT readings in course, this will have implications for the entire rest of the year, from Pentecost to St. Andrew’s Day. Moreover, the length of the readings (in particular the new Psalter) may seem daunting. However, the Prayer Book rubrics give us flexibility: one or two Readings, which may be followed by a Psalm. Only the Gospel is required.

On the other hand, there is much to be said for praying the whole Psalter and hearing almost all the Scripture read over the course of three years. Finding the right balance is necessary, and we all must avoid the temptation as clergy to plan for our convenience rather than the edification of the people as well as ourselves.

Fortunately we have three years in which to experiment, both with readings and with music and prayers. Furthermore, more resources will be forthcoming to help plan worship around the RCL. Perhaps most importantly right now, this is a good time to consult with our colleagues who already have experience using the RCL.

You can download the entire RCL, and some ancillary materials at

http://episcopalchurch.org/19625_19614_ENG_HTM.htm?menupage=19613
Church Publishing will be offering a continually-expanded palette of materials, as time goes on. See http://www.churchpublishing.org/
As we grow together into the use of this new tool, it is worth always reminding ourselves that “Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation” (Article VI). Upon it all our life together rests; the effectiveness our ministry as deacons, priests and bishops depends upon our grasp of the Word, its essential message, as well as the daily study of it we have vowed to do; and without it we are useless, having nothing else to offer the world or ourselves in terms of hope.

Yours in Christ, the Word made flesh,

+Pierre

