Our theme for this evening is Thomas Cramner, and I want to begin at the end, or at least at his end – a grey, March day in 1556.  For, St Mary’s was perhaps never so crowded, nor so excited and expectant, as that late winter day.  The crowd stared as Thomas Cranmer was brought through the rain from Christ Church, to the nave of our church here, where he would  make his last and final recantation of his Protestant errors before being burned at the stake.  The Queen, Mary Tudor, could not show mercy to the man who, as the first Protestant Archbishop of Canterbury, had been responsible for destroying the Catholic Church she loved, though she hoped that the fires in Broad Street would at least shorten his time in Purgatory.  Cranmer had recently accpeted Catholicism, under pressure from Mary’s clergymen, and had agreed to explain here, in this University Church, why he had forsaken all his Protestant errors.  He’d been here before, to be tried and found guilty; St Mary’s was the ideal stage for these religious dramas.  But this time Cranmer would not follow Mary’s script.  And here, in middle of the nave, he took his stand on the principles which, he insisted, he had always believed and which would sustain him to the end.
At first, Cranmer stood in silence, while the congregation was told why such a prominent symbol of the Protestant church must die – even though he repented.   When the sermon finished, Cranmer stood, and the crowd awaited his confession of past, Protestant sins.  The ex-Archbishop began with a cry to God for mercy on his soul, echoing the Psalmist in words used by Christians of all churches, throughout the generations.  But Cranmer was no longer  convinced it was the Reformers who were wrong; and his speech became instead an affirmation of his role in creating the new Protestant church in England.  That Church, he insisted, brought scripture and true religion to the English and he would never again renounce it.  The crowd was shocked, angry, noisy; as they jeered and shouted, Cranmer’s voice could still be heard above them, defying the Pope and calling him Antichrist.  Desperate to regain the initiative, the authorities pulled him from the staging and dragged him to Broad Street.  The rain was still pouring, but the flames were strong, and Cranmer died; echoing at the last the words of St Stephen, the first Christian martyr.
Mary and her allies knew that would not be the end of Cranmer, and for the next few years they sought to undo his work and to rebuild the Catholic Church.  But the legacy of Cranmer lived on, especially once Queen Elizabeth enacted another Reformation; and the Protestant services he designed are still used by us today – as they have been this evening.  The prayers and the collects of the Book of Common Prayer are those written by him during the reign of Mary’s half brother, Edward VI, back when Cranmer was Archbishop of Canterbury.  It was Cranmer who gave us the beautiful, and now so familiar collects we have just heard (‘lighten our darkness we beseech thee O Lord’).  These have, perhaps, sunk so far into the Anglican consciousness that we can credit Cranmer with the language and the rhythms of Anglican prayer; with giving us the words and the phrases we use together, and perhaps also on our own.

The book of common prayer was Cranmer’s great achievement; Cranmer’s way of bringing true religion to the English and ending their attachment to the old, Catholic church.  Yet he did not abandon the old forms of piety.  He recognised the strength of the patterns of late medieval devotion, where there were prayers for every occasion, both in private and in church, and where the cycle of prayers gave structure to lives both lay and clerical.  Cranmer wanted to harness this force for his Reformed church, but also to strengthen it.  He feared that because these prayers were so often in Latin they were not always understood, not even by the priests.  And he thought that the sheer diversity of service books, missals, breviaries and so on could divide Christians rather than unite them.  Instead, he wanted a service book that was accessible and standardised, a book of prayer that would truly be common, and open to all.  A service book which took the best of the old medieval devotions, translated them and slimmed them down.  But it would also - of course – be a Protestant book, a book whose prayers emphasised the sinfulness of human beings and the need for God’s free gifts of faith and mercy if they were to be saved.  And a book full of scripture, designed to guide the congregation through the major parts of both Old and New Testaments.  The young King Edward was right behind this project and when the first prayer book appeared in 1549, every church was ordered to buy a copy – and to use it.
But the first prayer book was not perfect, as Cranmer was well aware.  The worst part, for him, was that he had to make it as acceptable to the Catholics as possible, and he had to tone down his views, especially his views on the eucharist.  In 1552 Cranmer revised the book, getting rid of some of the ambiguities.  One of his aims throughout this period was to break down the barriers between clergy and laity, and to make church services more participatory.  In the first prayer book, the great change was to have the prayers in English; and then in the second there is much more congregational participation.  Many of the prayers, even those said by the priest, now used ‘we’ and ‘us’ rather than I or you. 
So the two Books of Common Prayer were, for Cranmer, part of a process of revising and adapting past usage so that men and women could better understand the gospel, and could more easily make the true Christian faith their own.  This last part was crucial, for Cranmer and his friends had overseen the destruction of much of the old forms of worship, the shrines and side altars, chantries and confraternities – all the things which had given lay men and women a special connection to their church and their faith.  Cranmer had stripped all this down, and left people with just their common prayers and services.  To Cramner, this did not mean the end of beauty, tho’, but rather the beginning of a new art whose meaning could be grasped by all.  John Taverner saw this, and the anthem we have just heard uses a haunting melody from one of his masses.  The Latin words have gone, and we have instead an English translation of Psalm 20, so the congregation can learn from it the psalmists message of hope and comfort.
In this new Protestant church music remained centrally important, and Cranmer encouraged his musically gifted friends to provide music for the new services.  Some of this was complex enough to need a choir, like the canticles we’ve heard today, written by Thomas Tallis for the new prayer book.  But Cranmer was always keen that the words should be clear to the congregation, and for the canticles we have a much simpler and plainer style than before.  Some of the music was even simple enough for the congregation, and they were encouraged to join in in the singing of psalms.  Congregations seem to have loved this – it was a chance to be involved again.  Moreover, the psalms are full of struggle, of warfare against the enemies of Israel.  To embattled Protestants who knew how fragile their Reformation was, it was comforting to know that the Israelites had been there before.  Now they could understand the psalms better, they could read their own experiences into them, and make the words their own.  

But the words of the psalms and the prayer book are far from straightforward, even in English and even sung simply.  They are complicated and mysterious and we must still find out their deepest meanings for ourselves.  In the collect for purity, part of the matins service, Cramner wrote of the God ‘whose service is perfect freedom’ and in evensong we have heard of the ‘peace which the world cannot give’.  As so often Cranmer is not original, the first phrase is adapted from Augustine, the second from John’s gospel.  He has translated them, but this is only the start.  For, he thought, we could not know what such words mean without practice and experience, and unless we took their mystery seriously.  
Cranmer knew this well – and when he stood here for the last time, it was to Psalm 51, and to the prayers he had written earlier that he turned, finding in them the strength to endure such pain and anguish.  Perhaps in those moments he realised the power of the new forms of worship he’d done so much to promote; or perhaps the psalm reminded him that his plea for God’s mercy and grace was an ancient one.   For, in reforming the church, Cranmer wanted to preserve and maintain all that was special, but to make sure that he and his contemporaries could understand and make sense of their faith.  Only then could would they have the language and the means to look beyond this present world; and, as he put it, ‘lose not the things eternal’.  
When he was dragged from the stage here, and taken through the pouring rain and to the stake, what might Cranmer have wished to see in the church he had left behind?  He’d recognise, I think, in our service today our efforts to preserve what’s valuable in our heritage, but he’d encourage us always to look forward.   Cranmer’s two prayer books were radical documents, designed to shake up his contemporaries and make them think for themselves.  So let us remember Cranmer, and the music of his time, but let us do so in the spirit he would have recommended.  By remembering the past we can make sure we are not trapped in our present, it can remind us of values we have lost but wish to choose again.  Cranmer’s collect for evensong asks that our hearts may be set to obey God’s commandments – while the words are his, it is we who must interpret that collect, and make it our own.
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