
Explaining the Eucharist (VIII): The Intercessions

The Prayers of the Faithful 

The history of Intercessions, known also as Universal or Bidding Prayers, or Prayer of the Faithful,
is  quite  a complicated one.  If  you are interested in  learning more about  it,  especially from an
Anglican point of view,  see  the following document:

http://anglicanhistory.org/alcuin/tract6.pdf

The presence of intercessions in the Christian liturgy is mentioned by such early witnesses as Pope
S. Clement I (+99), Justin Martyr (+165), Tertullian (+220) and Origen (+253) whose book  On
Prayer  I highly recommend to all of you. The travel diary of Egeria, another fascinating reading
which describes this nun’s (?) travels to the Holy Land in 381-4, informs us of the already settled
tradition of intercessory prayers during morning and evening services in Jerusalem. We know that
intercessions (“the Prayer” or “the Eighteen Benedictions”) had been part of daily Jewish prayer in
the synagogue probably since the 5th century BC. They remembered God’s great saving deeds, all
He did for Israel, and after praising Him they asked for His continued blessing, loving-kindness and
goodwill. Remembering God’s past miracles gave the Jewish people the assurance of their prayers
being heard in the present: God is faithful, so if He has shown Himself merciful and generous in the
past, He will do so again. This practice was then continued by the first Christians, but with even
more  confidence.  They could  say with S.  Paul:  “God who spared  not  even His  own Son,  but
delivered Him up for us all, how hath He not also, with Him, given us all things?” (Romans 8.32)
Jesus, the fulfilment of God’s faithfulness and promises, assured them: “Whatsoever you shall ask
of  the  Father  in  My name,  He may give  it  you.”  (John  15.16)  It  was  S.  Paul  who  explicitly
encouraged the Christians to “use” prayer well: “I desire therefore, first of all, that supplications,
prayers, intercessions and thanksgivings be made for all men: For kings and for all that are in high
station: that we may lead a quiet and a peaceable life in all piety and chastity.” (I Tim 2.1-2) A
century and a half later, Tertullian in  Of the power and effect of prayer  would remind Christians
how prayer in the Old Testament had saved individuals from fire, beasts and famine, and how much
more powerful it is to pray in the name of Jesus. “This kind of prayer,” he writes, “consoles the
faint-spirited, escorts travellers, nourishes the poor, governs the rich, upraises the fallen, arrests the
falling and confirms the standing.”

It is Tertullian again who, this time in the Apologeticus (39.2), gives us the theological foundation of
intercessory prayer. He writes: “We are a body knit together as such by a bond of piety, by unity of
discipline, and by the bond of common hope. We meet together as an assembly and congregation,
that, offering up prayer to God as with united force, we may wrestle with Him in our supplications.
This violence God delights in. We pray, too, for the emperors, for their ministers and for all in
authority for the welfare of the world, for the prevalence of peace and for the postponement of the
end.” In other words, intercessory prayers are the duty of every Christian community, because they
are part  of the one mystical body of Christ  who came to save all.  United by bonds of charity,
Christians must pray for the whole Church and for one another. And as in the Old Testament it was
the vocation of Israel to be a blessing for the world, now this vocation has passed to the new Israel,
to the Church that is, and so Christians must offer prayers, supplications, petitions for the world too.
It flows from our royal priesthood received in baptism.

This duty determines the structure of intercessions. A good example is the oldest example of these
prayers which can be found in the Good Friday liturgy in the pre-1955 Roman Missal. Having been
written in the 5th century, these prayers are now 1500 years old. They slowly disappeared from the
Roman liturgy (except  for  Good Friday)  but  they reappeared  in  England,  and gave  life  to  the
“Bidding (of) the Bedes”, intercessions in the vernacular. The oldest example is in a manuscript of

http://anglicanhistory.org/alcuin/tract6.pdf


the 11th century in York. This Roman prayer,  and its “English descendants”,  have a very clear
structure and show us what we are supposed to pray for. There are always prayers for the three
‘societies’: first,  prayers are offered for Holy Church (her unity and peace, bishops, clergy and
people);  then for the Sovereign and the country (for  the common good,  peace,  justice,  a  good
harvest,  prosperity,  all  people of goodwill,  protection from epidemics,  etc.);  and finally for the
“family”  or  local  community  (godparents,  benefactors,  members  of  the  local  community,
confraternities, guilds and so on.) Normally the prayers for those in need (or who suffer any peril:
on the sea or in prison for example) and other local needs are part of the third group, and then of
course the dead are always prayed for too.

The tone of the prayers is very simple and sober; they are never too long or too detailed. Their aim
is not to explain to God what He should do, or to update the community on the latest affairs, still
less to “correct” or “complete” the sermon or to give a personal interpretation of the readings, but
simply to remind the local community of its duty of prayer for others in charity. It is an invitation to
practise their royal priesthood. In fact, though I continue to call them “prayers”, strictly they were
not. They were not prayers read out by somebody, to which the community would then consent, but
they simply called the community to pray for a particular intention. The “prayer part” was then
done by the whole community in silence, after each intention.

A final interesting note which I hope people at LSM will appreciate: whilst in the Eastern Church it
was customary to conclude these Intercessions with a prayer to Our Lady (“commemorating our
most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints,
let us commend ourselves and one another and our whole life to Christ our God”) the Western
Church always tried to eliminate these devotional prayers from the Intercessions. The only place
where  the  Church did  not  manage to  do  so  was  England,  where  from the  early Middle  Ages
intercessions were concluded by reciting the Hail  Mary.  Perhaps the best way to conclude this
article is to give you an example. It will give you a hint of the Church’s idea of Intercessions: they
are simple, short, sober, not overly “talkative” or detailed. And as I said, strictly speaking they are
not “prayers” but simple invitations followed by silence during which the community, as one body,
prayed to God:

“Let us pray, dearly beloved, for the holy Church of God: that our Lord and God may  
deign  to  give  it  peace,  keep  it  in  unity,  and  guard  it  throughout  the  world:  and  may  
grant  unto  us  that,  leading  a  peaceful  and quiet  life,  we may glorify God,  the  Father  
almighty.

“Let  us  pray,  dearly  beloved,  to  God  the  Father  almighty,  that  He  would  cleanse  the  
world of all errors: take away diseases,  drive away famine, open prisons, break chains,  
grant a sure return to travellers, health to the sick, and a safe haven to those at sea.

“Let us pray, dearly beloved, for our ancestors’ souls and for all the souls whose bodies are 
buried in this church or in this churchyard, and for all souls who in the world to come 
await God’s mercy, and for all Christian souls of whom we have received any good.”


