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Thinking Theologically through worship V: Prayers of Confession 

Last week we spent some time reflecting on the act of declaring forgiveness 

which the minister, according to Calvin, does as “an ambassador of God.” But 

what about the preceding act: prayers of confession? 

 

There are traditions where it would be unheard of for a prayer not to be  

extemporaneous. In fact, not until that long ago Presbyterianism was one of 

those traditions. One of the reasons English and American Presbyterians had a 

“Directory of Worship” and not a “Book of Common Prayer” was that these 

Presbyterians resisted the written prayers of the prayer book tradition! If a 

Worship Team in chapel decides to lead prayers extemporaneously – and 

since this is part of our tradition, why not? – one of the key questions has to 

be: Who has the gift of prayer? Who can pray so that the person who prays 

does not stand in between God and the assembly by praying in awkward and 

stop-gap filled prayers, but who rather has the gift of catching in words what 

needs to be said in God’s presence? Not everyone can do this, and it is part of 

worship preparation to discern who can. 

 

Other traditions have the practice of using written prayers. Many Presbyterian 

congregations say their prayer of confession in unison, reading it from the  

bulletin. In chapel we most often do this as well. Quite regularly these prayers 

are written “for the occasion.” There are indeed circumstances when a more 

generally used prayer is not able to fully express what we want to say to God. 

The downside of these prayers, written new weekly or daily, is that just as 

everyone does not have the gift of leading prayer, neither does everyone have 

the gift of writing prayers. Have you ever prayed through a prayer where the sentences were so long that  

people started pausing at different moments; where you had to re-read the prayer to realize what you actually 

said (and get left behind by the assembly!); or where the prayer seems to tell God a whole host of things that 

we truly can expect an omniscient God to already be aware of?  

 

Rather than going through the time consuming exercise of writing new prayers for each day, another options 

is to have the community learn a couple of prayers that have stood the test of time and that say in few words 

all that really needs to be said? For example:  

Most merciful God, 

we confess that we have sinned against you 

in thought, word, and deed, 

by what we have done,  

and by what we have left undone.  

We have not loved you with our whole heart; 

we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. 

We are truly sorry and we humbly repent.  

For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, 

have mercy on us and forgive us; 

that we may delight in your will, 

and walk in your ways, 

to the glory of your name. Amen (From the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer).   

 

Or a prayer that goes back to Thomas Cranmer’s 1552 Book of Common Prayer: 

Almighty and merciful God, we have erred and strayed from your ways like lost sheep. We have  

followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts, we have offended against your holy laws. 

We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which 

we ought not to have done. O Lord, have mercy upon us. Spare those who confess their faults. Restore 

those who are penitent, according to your promises declared to the world in Christ Jesus our Lord. And 

grant, O merciful God, for his sake, that we may live a holy, just, and humble life to the glory of your 

holy name. Amen (Cf. the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship, 87).  

 

And if we do not use a confession and declaration of forgiveness, what about using directly after the greeting a 

prayer that since the eleventh century has been used to prepare for worship:   

Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid: 

Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you 

and worthily magnify your holy name; through Christ our Lord. Amen.   

 

Is there really anything more that needs to be said? 

      

Chapel This Week: 

One of the most difficult theological problems for the Church today is the presence of passages in the Bible 

that seem to promote or at least justify violence. From the story of Israel’s conquest of Canaan to psalms that 

call on God to bring vengeance on enemies, the Bible is replete with stories of violent actions and rhetoric 

characterized by violent language and images. Passages with such content may seem to encourage an  

understanding of God as destructive and vengeful and of God’s people as especially empowered to take  

advantage of others because they enjoy a privileged place in the world. Closer consideration of the violence in 

the Bible and the contexts out of which it arises, however, suggests this is not the intent. In fact, the authors 

of the Bible’s problematic passages seem to have been victims of oppression and injustice. The violent stories 

and language they produced are essentially literature of protest and grief. Therefore, these passages offer an 

opportunity for the Church to identify with the powerless and learn to pray for the persecuted and oppressed. 

The chapel services from February 6-9 will offer members of our community the chance to reflect on the plight 

of such persons and to ask hard questions about where they stand in relation to the God who hears the cries 

of those in bondage and answers those cries (Exod. 3:7).  

 

  

Pittsburgh Theological Seminary 

HICKS READER 

 

 Dr. Edwin Chr. 

Van Driel 

 Tai Brown 

 Kendra 

Buckwalter 

 Jon Draskovic 

 Catherine 

Mohr 

 Valerie Parm 

CHAPEL 

TEAM 

 

Monday 

2.6.2012 

 

Text 

John 4 

Selected OT Readings 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

Service of prayer for 

the treatment of  

women 

 

Tuesday 

2.7.2012 

 

Text 

Jonah 3:1-5, 10 

 

 

Special Service of 

Word and Prayer 

 

Meditation by Church 

History Candidate 

Heather Vacek  

 

Wednesday 

2.8.2012 

 

Text 

Exodus 14:10-14 

Ephesians 6:10-20 

 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

 

Two Meditations from 

St. Augustine and  

St. Cyprian of Carthage 

 

Thursday 

2.9.2012 

 

Text 

Habakkuk 1:1-14 

 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

 

Four Short Meditations 


