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Three Prayers for the Holy Spirit
Ronald P. Byars

It may come as a surprise to some that it was not 
only Luther who advocated a fixed liturgy, but also 
our esteemed Reformed forebears Martin Bucer 
(Strasbourg), Ulrich Zwingli (Zurich), and John 
Calvin (Geneva). In fact, each produced written 
liturgies, and, not least in Calvin’s case, one “from 
which ministers be not allowed to vary.”1 Over 
the centuries since the Reformation, Reformed 
churches have been more flexible, reluctant to 
require a precise adherence to any fixed liturgy, 
and sometimes, as in the case of the Westminster 
Assembly of 1644, providing guidelines in the form 
of rubrics rather than specific liturgical texts. At the 
same time, Reformed communities in many nations 
have produced written liturgies, including the Scots, 
beginning with John Knox, who produced a Book 
of Common Order;2 and Americans, who followed 
several individually produced liturgies with the 
(Presbyterian) Book of Common Worship,3 the first of 
which appeared in 1906, and the Book of Worship: 
United Church of Christ.4 

One of the virtues of a written liturgy, whether 
followed directly or used as a blueprint, is that it 
is likely to preserve elements of worship that have 
an essential role to play, but may not be in tune 
with the prevailing zeitgeist, or may escape the 
attention of pastors or other leaders of worship 
whose liturgical education has been minimal or 
nonexistent. Nearly everyone would agree that it 
matters which God we worship. That being the 
case, it matters that what we say and do in worship 
be rooted in a sound theology. Theology shapes 
worship, and, in turn, worship projects a theology 
and, over time, implants it in the hearts and minds 
of worshipers. In other words, worship shapes the 
way we believe.

A written liturgy that is shaped by classical 
liturgical norms can serve to protect us from 
worship that unintentionally projects a reduced 
theology or one alien to confessional and ecumenical 
commitments. For this writer, the Service for the 
Lord’s Day in the Book of Common Worship (1993) 
has served to supplement an academic theological 
education, particularly as it has shown how theology 
that is thought becomes theology that is prayed. It 
is one thing to learn about eschatology from books 
or about the Trinity in the classroom, and another 
thing to discover the role of each in forming 
our communal piety by noting just how they are 
embedded in Lord’s Day prayer and praise. 

The theology that ecumenical and Reformed 
Christianity both teaches and prays is trinitarian 
theology. It is a happy day when that is evident 
when we gather for Sunday worship. H. Richard 
Niebuhr once observed that there is such a thing as 
a “unitarianism of the second person” of the Trinity. 
A unitarianism of the first person is the classical 
sort, of course, and one cannot escape the suspicion 
that a unitarianism of the third person is possible 
as well. Each equally distorts classical Christian 
faith. Those who plan and lead worship with 
attention to classical liturgies reduce the chances of 
(unintentional) distortions by omission or neglect. 

The rise of Pentecostalism has no doubt served 
a providential purpose by reminding the larger 
church that we worship, serve, and listen for a God 
who is not only Father and Son, but also Holy Spirit. 
Reformed Christians might receive such a reminder 
with special gratitude, because our own Reformer, 
John Calvin, was certainly a theologian of the Holy 
Spirit. It is impossible to understand a Reformed 
theology of Baptism or the Eucharist apart from a 
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theology of the Holy Spirit. Calvin comments with 
respect to both sacraments, that they “properly 
fulfill their office only when the Spirit, that inward 
teacher, comes to them, by whose power alone 
hearts are penetrated and affections moved and 
our souls opened for the sacraments to enter in.”5 
Likewise, in the Scots Confession, John Knox wrote 
that “this union and conjunction which we have 
with the body and blood of Christ Jesus in the right 
use of the sacraments is wrought by means of the 
Holy Ghost . . . .”6 A trinitarian theology that honors 
the Holy Spirit is embedded in the liturgical forms 
and texts of both the Book of Common Worship and 
the Book of Worship: United Church of Christ.

Come, Holy Spirit, to the Fountain of Rebirth
The Gospel accounts of the descent of the Spirit at 
Jesus’ Baptism informed baptismal theology as it 
developed in the early centuries of the church. Baptism 
was, among other things, a washing in and into the 
Spirit. “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body . . .” (1 Cor. 12:13). Eventually, the 
baptismal rite became, by circumstance rather than 
principle, broken into two parts, often separated by 
years. The reason for the separation was that Baptism 
had originally been the work of the local pastor 
(bishop). When the pastor/bishop became pastorally 
responsible for several congregations spread over a 
large geographical area (diocese), it became difficult 
for him to be present at every Baptism. Out of pastoral 
necessity, the bishop authorized the local presbyter to 
baptize in his place, while the concluding anointing 
with oil, which served in the rite to highlight the work 
of the Spirit, was reserved for the bishop to administer 
whenever it was possible for him to arrange a visit to 
the local parish. The bishop’s anointing evolved into 
a separate sacrament, the sacrament of confirmation, 
which accented the giving of the Spirit, while the 
washing with water lost its link to the giving of the 
Spirit. As a result, by the eve of the Reformation, “The 
whole relation of baptism to the giving of the Holy 
Spirit had disappeared.”7

With Luther leading the way, the Reformers of the 
sixteenth century recovered the essential relationship 
between Baptism and the Holy Spirit. Bucer, one of 
Calvin’s mentors, included in his Strasbourg rite an 
explicit petition for the Holy Spirit:

Almighty, eternal God, merciful Father, since 
the newborn alone may see your kingdom 
and since no one can be pleasing to you 

except that your Spirit live within him, we 
pray that you grant your Holy Spirit to this 
child . . . and with that same Spirit establish 
and seal his heart.8

Calvin’s Genevan Psalter of 1542 includes in the 
baptismal prayer a petition that the child being 
baptized “be received into your holy protection, 
declaring yourself to be his God and Savior . . . then 
sanctifying him by your Spirit . . . .”9

It is possible, in churches of the Reformed 
tradition, to be present at celebrations of Baptism in 
which the chief prayer (the Thanksgiving over the 
Water) is apparently casually improvised or, even 
if prepared beforehand, betrays no awareness that 
Baptism has anything to do with the Holy Spirit. 
Even if the link between the sacrament and the Spirit 
is assumed though not made explicit in the rite, it 
is certain that members of the congregation will not 
be likely to make the connection on their own. For 
those who use the Book of Common Worship or Book 
of Worship: United Church of Christ, whether word 
for word or taken seriously as a model, it will be 
impossible to miss the fact that the Thanksgiving 
includes a petition for the Holy Spirit:

Send your Spirit to move over this water that 
it may be a fountain of deliverance and rebirth 
. . . . Pour out your Holy Spirit upon them . . . 
(BCW, 411).

The version in the UCC book seems a bit guarded, 
but the link is there, nevertheless:

Bless by your Holy Spirit, gracious God, this 
water. By your Holy Spirit save those who 
confess the name of Jesus Christ . . . (UCC, 142).

Like many baptismal rites in the early centuries of 
the church, and never lost in the Orthodox churches 
of the East (who never developed a sacrament of 
confirmation), the rite in the BCW includes the 
laying on of hands and an option to anoint with 
oil after the washing in water, thus preserving the 
wholeness of the rite. Along with these actions, the 
minister prays either “O Lord, uphold N. by your 
Holy Spirit . . .” or “Defend, O Lord, your servant N. 
with your heavenly grace, that he/she may continue 
yours forever, and daily increase in your Spirit more 
and more . . .” (BCW, 413). In neither case are these 
petitions for the giving of the Spirit, as though the 
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Spirit had not been given in the rite of washing in 
the name of the Trinity. The prayer is to “uphold by 
your Holy Spirit” or to “increase in your Spirit more 
and more . . . .” The UCC book, in contrast, calls for 
the minister to accompany the laying on of hands 
with these words: “The Holy Spirit be upon you . . .” 
(UCC, 143), which leaves room for ambiguity.

Omission of an explicit prayer for the Holy 
Spirit does not make a Baptism “invalid,” however 
that might be defined. The presiding minister 
may conceive the entire action as enabled by the 
(unmentioned) Spirit, or may not give the Spirit 
even a thought, and yet baptizing with water in 
the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is still 
Baptism in spite of the omission. Still, to pray for 
the Spirit explicitly by name matters, if for no other 
reason than because all who are present are called 
to recognize our utter dependence on God’s action 
in the sacrament. 

Come, Holy Spirit, Bless Us and These Gifts
Calvin’s theology of the Lord’s Supper (Eucharist) 
differs considerably from that of the medieval 
church, but it is not the case that he minimizes 
the affirmation of Christ’s real presence in the 
sacrament. Similar to the Orthodox churches of 
the East, Calvin does not articulate a metaphysical 
theory to explain the “how” of Christ’s presence in 
the sacrament (e.g., transubstantiation), but he does 
strongly affirm that presence as the work of the Holy 
Spirit. Max Thurian attributes Calvin’s theology of 
the Holy Spirit in the Eucharist as having originated 
“from a sermon attributed to John Chrysostom by 
Erasmus and printed in the edition of his works 
published at Basel in 1530.”10 Calvin wrote,

Yet a serious wrong is done to the Holy 
Spirit, unless we believe that it is through 
his incomprehensible power that we come to 
partake of Christ’s flesh and blood . . . . [T]he 
secret power of the Spirit is the bond of our 
union with Christ.11

One of the markers of the division between 
the Orthodox and the Roman Church was that, for 
the Roman Catholics, the Words of Institution had 
been identified as essential to effect the sacramental 
act of transubstantiation, while for the Orthodox, 
the epiclesis, or prayer for the Holy Spirit, was 
nonnegotiable. The Orthodox did not make use 
either of the word “transubstantiation” or the doctrine 

as such, even though they may not have taken issue 
with it, but their eucharistic theology placed the 
accent on (not precisely defined) transformation 
effected by the Holy Spirit. Calvin’s theology of the 
sacrament resembled that of the Orthodox, but it is 
not clear whether he was acquainted with the typical 
pattern of Eastern eucharistic prayers. His own 
prayer of Thanksgiving at the table, like the Roman 
Canon (eucharistic prayer), offered no explicit 
mention of the Holy Spirit, although he may have 
considered such a petition to have been implicit 
in the words “may we receive His body and blood, 
yea Christ Himself entire, who being true God and 
true man, is verily the holy bread and heaven which 
gives us life.”12 Neither did he include the Words 
of Institution within the prayer, as had been the 
case in both Eastern and Western traditions, but 
rather employed them as a kind of warrant before 
it. The result was that, in the Reformed tradition, 
the Thanksgiving itself came to be taken as less 
important than the recital of the institution, thus 
inadvertently repeating the Roman error of reducing 
the eucharistic consecration to this bare minimum.

This sort of minimalism has been familiar in 
English-speaking Presbyterian churches even though 
there is reason to believe that the epiclesis was deeply 
rooted in Scottish practice both before and after the 
Reformation. The details of the Roman liturgy were 
not exactly the same everywhere until the post-
Reformation Council of Trent. In pre-Reformation 
Ireland and Scotland, the churches drew upon 
traditions from the East in the composition of their 
eucharistic prayers, including an explicit petition for 
the Holy Spirit. After the Reformation, the English 
Book of Common Prayer followed more closely the 
model of the Roman Canon and thus did not include 
an explicit epiclesis. However, when Charles I was 
preparing a version of the English book specifically 
for the Scots, the Scots pressed for the inclusion 
of an epiclesis in what became known as “Laud’s 
Liturgy.” “Of thy Almighty goodness vouchsafe so 
to bless and sanctify with thy word and Holy Spirit 
these thy creatures of bread and wine, that they may 
be unto us the body and blood of thy most dearly 
loved Son.”13

The first Directory for Worship, created by the 
Westminster Assembly in 1644, reflects Scottish 
influence on the English Puritans who made up  
the majority of the assembly by including a rubric 
calling for an epiclesis. Even more surprising for  
a document that was largely made up of rubrics  
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only, it offered a specific text. The Directory urged 
the church

earnestly to pray to God, the Father of all 
mercies, and God of all consolation, to 
vouchsafe His gracious presence, and the 
effectual working of His Spirit in us; and so 
to sanctify these Elements both of Bread and 
Wine, and so to bless His own Ordinance, 
that we may receive by faith the Body and 
Blood of Jesus Christ, crucified for us, and so 
to feed upon Him, that He made be made one 
with us, and we one with Him; that He may 
live in us, and we in Him, and to Him who 
hath loved us, and given Himself for us.14

Unfortunately, the 1788 American Presbyterian 
revision of the 1644 Directory stated simply that 
the minister is to “set the elements apart, by prayer 
and thanksgiving,” omitting the 1644 epiclesis and 
offering no more detail about the nature of the 
thanksgiving, although once again highlighting the 
Words of Institution.15 

Nevertheless, individual scholars both in 
Scotland and the U.S. continued to produce written 
liturgies that made use of explicit petitions for the 
Holy Spirit. One of the most influential emerged 
from the German Reformed Church’s seminary 
at Mercersburg, in Pennsylvania. The so-called 
Mercersburg Liturgy was prepared for the use of  
the Eastern Synod of the German Reformed Church, 
one of the antecedents of the United Church of 
Christ, in 1837. The Mercersburg eucharistic  
prayer prayed 

Send down, we beseech Thee, the powerful 
benediction of Thy Holy Spirit upon these 
elements of bread and wine, that being set 
apart now from a common to a sacred and 
mystical use, they may exhibit the Body and 
Blood of Thy Son, Jesus Christ; so that in the 
use of them we may be made, through the 
power of the Holy Ghost, to partake really 
and truly of his blessed life.16

The Presbyterian (U.S.A.) General Assembly 
authorized the creation of what became the first 
Book of Common Worship, published “For Voluntary 
Use in the Churches,” in 1906. The epiclesis in 
its Thanksgiving follows the 1644 Westminster 
Directory almost word for word:

And we most humbly beseech Thee, Father of 
all mercies God of all comfort, to vouchsafe 
Thy gracious presence, and the effectual 
working of Thy Spirit in us, and so to sanctify 
these elements both of Bread and Wine, and 
to bless Thine own Ordinance; that we may 
receive by faith Christ crucified for us, and so 
feed upon Him, that He may be one with us 
and we with Him. . . .17

Subsequent versions of the BCW, including the 
most recent (1993) include the epiclesis without fail. 
One of many examples is in Great Thanksgiving 
A: “Gracious God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon 
us and these your gifts of bread and wine, that the 
bread we break and the cup we bless may be the 
communion of the body and blood of Christ. By 
your Spirit make us one with Christ . . . .”18 The 
same book includes rubrics alone for those who 
prefer to frame the prayer in their own words, 
carefully detailing the traditional contents of the 
third movement of the tripartite eucharistic prayer 
in which “The Holy Spirit is called upon.”19 

The Book of Worship: UCC provides similar 
examples in Service of Word and Sacrament 2 and a 
Brief Order for the Service of Word and Sacrament, 
one of which is “Gracious God, we ask you to bless 
this bread and cup and all of us with the outpouring 
of your Holy Spirit.”20

The Reformed tradition at its best has repeatedly 
returned to and reaffirmed a eucharistic theology 
that testifies that it is by the Holy Spirit that Jesus 
is made manifest in the worshiping assembly as the 
bread that strengthens the human heart and the 
wine that gladdens it (Ps. 104:15). 

Come, Holy Spirit, to your Word Read  
and Proclaimed 

That the Holy Spirit plays an active role in both 
Baptism and Eucharist is a conviction widely shared 
by the ecumenical church. Most Christian churches 
are likely also to affirm that the Spirit is at work in 
the reading of Scripture and in preaching, but it was 
Calvin who made his theology of the Spirit in and 
through the Word liturgically explicit in a Prayer 
for Illumination. It is not unusual in churches of 
many denominations for the person preaching to 
offer prayer immediately preceding the sermon, 
very often the familiar “Let the words of my mouth, 
and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you  
. . .” (Ps. 19:14). Calvin’s Genevan liturgy, however, 
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called for prayer before the reading from Scripture 
rather than between Scripture and sermon. 

This prayer specifically petitioned the Holy 
Spirit to be present in order that the Word might be 
heard in Scripture and proclamation. Normally, this 
was the only prayer in The Form of Prayers that was 
left for the minister to frame in the minister’s own 
words. However, Calvin did provide some written 
examples, such as this one, derived from Bucer:

Almighty and gracious Father, since our 
whole salvation standeth in our knowledge 
of thy Holy Word, strengthen us now by thy 
Holy Spirit that our hearts may be set free 
from all worldly thoughts and attachments of 
the flesh, so that we may hear and receive that 
same Word, and, recognizing thy gracious 
will for us, may love and serve thee with 
earnest delight, praising and glorifying thee in 
Jesus Christ our Lord.21

Calvin was neither the first nor the last person 
to be puzzled by the fact that some people respond 
to the Word with faith, while others, exposed to  
the same Word, do not. Jesus’ parable of the 
sower shows that the phenomenon was not new. 
Calvin succumbed to the temptation, common to 
us all, to overexplain things, arguing for double 
predestination. He might more prudently have 
stopped after affirming that faith is a gift of God, and 
left it at that, without trying to rationalize unfaith as 
a reflection of God’s unfathomable will. 

Nevertheless, the fact that faith has taken root 
in us leads us to ponder our sense that faith does 
not seem to be the consequence of any special 
ability, intelligence, or other natural capacity of our 
own, and is most often experienced as a gift. Even 
if we are taught that those who actually wrote the 
words of the Bible were inspired by the Spirit, and 
that the long process of the church’s reception of 
these documents (and not others), leading to the 
formation of the canon, was also the work of the 
Spirit, it remains quite possible to discover nothing 
in Scripture except lifeless words. “Accordingly,” as 
Calvin understood, “without the illumination of the 
Holy Spirit, the Word can do nothing. From this 
also, it is clear that faith is much higher than human 
understanding. And it will not be enough for the 
mind to be illumined by the Spirit of God unless 
the heart is also strengthened and supported by  
his power.”22 

The juxtaposition of a Prayer for Illumination 
with the two other moments in the liturgy in which 
we pray explicitly for the Holy Spirit invites us 
to see the reading and preaching of Scripture as 
sacramental acts. Although not sacraments as such, 
they function sacramentally, which is to say that 
they are offered as vessels by which the Spirit may 
manifest the Triune God in our worship, similarly to 
Baptism and Eucharist. 

Christians have debated in what sense the Bible 
is to be understood as “Word of God.” Clearly, not 
all biblical texts are equal. Some texts seem distant 
from everything we know of the divine character 
as revealed in Christ. One solution to which some 
have resorted is to claim that the Bible “contains” 
the Word of God, with the unspoken presumption 
that we can distinguish what is and what is not. 
A problem with that, of course, is that we are so 
influenced by the dominant cultures and their 
changing fashions that there is no neutral place 
where we can stand and be confident that our 
judgments are free from the biases that are endemic 
to sinful human beings. 

Calvin’s understanding that the Spirit is 
absolutely essential to hearing God’s Word bypasses 
the old arguments. Any text, even when it offends 
our sensibilities, may serve, by the Spirit, to manifest 
God’s Word among us. The Word may become 
manifest in and through (or in spite of) our distaste, 
our offense, our resistance. To respond to a reading 
with “Thanks be to God” does not imply that the 
words read aloud have been dictated from the very 
mouth of God, but rather that the Spirit may turn 
them into a divine Word made manifest even in our 
resulting irritation or opposition. In other words, 
the Spirit manifests the Word not only because of the 
words, but sometimes in spite of them, or in between 
them, or as we hear them in tension with other 
biblical words. Such a view will not end debates over 
the interpretation of texts, but may perhaps invite us 
to clothe ourselves with the kind of modesty that is 
appropriate to fallible beings who listen together for 
a Word from the Lord in Scripture. 

Those who preach and those who listen to 
sermons know, without argument, that the 
preacher’s words are not identical to God’s Word, 
but they may also have discovered that stammered, 
badly chosen, and even mistaken words may serve 
a sacramental purpose—at least now and then—and 
for that gift, we are indebted to the Holy Spirit. 
(We who preach may find this margin for error 
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consoling, but we must not be tempted to the sort 
of carelessness that will put the Spirit to the test!) 
The BCW offers several examples of Prayers for 
Illumination, such as, “God our helper, by your 
Holy Spirit, open our minds, that as the Scriptures 
are read and your Word is proclaimed, we may be 
led into your truth and taught your will, for the sake 
of Jesus Christ our Lord.”23 

When a classically shaped trinitarian liturgy 
shows us how and when it is most important to 
articulate prayer specifically for the Holy Spirit, it 
teaches us to perceive that our assembly for worship 
is not just about God, but forms a context in which 
we trust God to be an active agent at work among us. 
The testimony of the church through the generations 
is that, although we cannot measure it scientifically, 
God actually does something in Baptism, at the table, 
and in the reading and preaching of Scripture. Our 
role includes an active expectancy. 

Come, Holy Spirit!
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