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Bread of the World, 
Wine of the Soul

Holy Communion and The Hymnal, 1940
Fr. Daniel McGrath, B.A., M.Mus., S.T.B., D.Mus

The heart of Anglican devotional practice is 
the Office of Holy Communion, and thus a 
study of the hymns for Holy Communion 

from The Hymnal, 1940 of the American Church 
is an important means of understanding Anglican 
piety.  In this article we will consider the way in 
which the General Hymns may provide context for 
the Service, and also take a look at those hymns 
pertaining directly to the Sacrament itself.

The use of a hymnal as a liturgical partner for 
the Office of Holy Communion is something that 
has developed fairly 
quickly over the course 
of the past 150 years, 
which is only 1/3rd of 
the lifetime of the Book 
of Common Prayer.  
In fact, if one were to 
mention to Archbishop 
Thomas Cranmer in the 
year 1550 that he should 
open his Hymnal and 
begin the Service for 
Holy Communion, he 
would not know what was being asked of him!  He 
might well reply, “But I suppressed every Service 
Book except the Book of Common Prayer!”, for he 
had indeed suppressed the books of liturgy previ-
ously in use, including the musical resources for 
the Latin Mass.  Archbishop Cranmer was a master 
liturgist, but he was not a musician, and perhaps 
for this reason, or perhaps because of his untimely 
martyrdom, he had to leave the development of 
music for the Anglican services largely undone.  

For the first years of the use of the Book of 
Common Prayer, the practice in parish churches 
was to sing from metrical Psalters, while in cathe-
drals and collegiate chapels the highly developed 
Anglican choral tradition continued to be culti-
vated.  Over time however, the development of a 
new Anglican Hymnody gradually replaced metri-
cal Psalters, and the use of hymnals became uni-
versal in parish churches and cathedrals alike.  By 
the mid-20th century, Anglican Hymnody came to 
maturity as a great liturgical style which was the 
envy of all other church traditions, especially when 
implemented in conjunction with a proper organ 
and a vested choir of men and boys.    

One of the greatest 20th century musical fig-
ures, the Rev. Canon Charles Winfred Douglas, 

coined the phrase “Eclectic Anglican Hymnody” to 
describe the development of the Anglican hymnal 
tradition.  This phrase was by no means intended as 
a derogatory expression, for he hailed our Hymnal 
as the “richest treasure of the praise of God in song 
that the world has ever seen in use”.  His use of this 
phrase was intended to illustrate the way in which 
the hymns of this tradition are “eclectic” in terms 
of their origin and their date of composition (for 
they span the globe, and almost every century of 
the Christian Church).  However, the hymns are 
“Anglican” because they are uniformly suitable for 

use in Anglican wor-
ship, and because they 
conform to the Angli-
can tradition in terms 
of doctrine, style and 
content.  

In its present form, 
The Hymnal is able to 
provide a rich context 
for the Collect, Epistle 
and Gospel of the Day 
in Holy Communion, 
and when used as 

intended, is quite effective in setting the tone for 
the Service.  In accordance with the rubrics of The 
Book of Common Prayer, the Liturgical Indices in 
the back of The Hymnal (pp. 804-806 & 830-832) 
make provision for five hymns throughout the 
Service, as follows: Opening, Sequence, General, 
Communion, and Closing Hymns.  A hymn is also 
provided to take the place of the Gloria during 
Advent and Lent, although this is an option that 
is not often used.  This framework for the hymns 
is undoubtedly a modified version of the pre-ref-
ormation pattern of the sung “minor propers” 
(i.e. the Introit, Gradual/Sequence, Tract, Offer-
tory, Secret, Communion and post-Communion 
Verses).  These were typically passages from the 
Psalms, sung by a professional choir of clergy in 
minor orders, which were also intended to provide 
context for the Mass of the day.  In adopting the 
use of hymns in place of the “minor propers”, The 
Hymnal would thus seem to encourage greater 
participation by the laity, and more opportunities 
for corporate worship and reflection.

The portion of The Hymnal bearing the title 
“Holy Communion” (189-213) contains hymns 
which deal directly with the Sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper and which are most appropriate for 
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singing at the time of Communion.  These hymns 
reinforce various themes from our liturgy, such as 
the sacrifice of Christ of himself upon the cross, 
his institution of the Lord’s Supper, the offering of 
our selves to God’s service along with our sacri-
fices of praise and thanksgiving, and an emphasis 
upon deep humility and proper reception of the 
Body and Blood of Christ.  

It is interesting to examine this section of The 
Hymnal in light of classic Anglican thought on the 
nature of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  This 
was an understanding that took shape over the 
course of several decades around the end of the 
16th century and beginning of the 17th century, as 
Anglicans recovered from various medieval cor-
ruptions and dealt with the extreme tendencies 
of some continental reformers.  In its maturity, 
the Anglican position came to closely resemble 
the patristic model, where Christ’s words in his 
institution of the Lord’s Supper were deemed suf-
ficient without need for 
compulsive explanation 
or over-definition as to 
what they meant. The 
presence of the Body 
and Blood of Christ in 
the Lord’s Supper is 
generally understood to 
be a “Real” and “Spiri-
tual” presence.  This is 
to say that Christ’ Body 
and Blood are really 
present in the Lord’s 
Supper, according to 
Christ’s institution, and 
that they are received 
by the faithful to their 
souls’ health; and fur-
ther, that it is a spiritual 
presence rather than a 
carnal presence.  The 
Anglican definition of 
a sacrament, conserva-
tively stated as an “out-
ward and visible sign of 
an inward and spiritual 
grace”, excludes both the innovatory Roman dogma 
of transubstantiation and the Anabaptist preten-
sions of a mere symbolism devoid of grace.  This 
brief epigram of John Donne, 17th century Anglican 
priest and poet, masterfully sums up the position 
of one Anglican churchman, as follows: 

He was the Word, that spake it:
He took the bread and brake it;
And what that Word did make it,
I do believe and take it.
—Divine Poems, On the Sacrament

The compilers of The Hymnal, 1940 encoun-
tered serious doctrinal issues when they chose 
to incorporate the hymns written for the Feast 
of Corpus Christi by St. Thomas Aquinas (#193, 
Lauda Sion; #194, Bone Pastor; #199, Pange lingua; 
#200 Tantum ergo; #204, Adoro devote ).  These 
contained in direct language the Roman dogma 
of transubstantiation, which, according to the 
Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles, “is repugnant to 
the plain words of Scripture, overthroweth the 
nature of a Sacrament, and hath given occasion to 
many superstitions.”  By means of skillful cutting 
and by the use of paraphrase, the compilers of The 
Hymnal, 1940 were able to remove the offending 
portions of those hymns, while preserving the best 
of their reverent devotion to our Lord in the Sacra-
ment.

These hymns for “Holy Communion” (as one 
might expect) are from all around the world and 
span many centuries.  Of the 21 hymns in the sec-

tion, the distribution of 
sources is as follows: 
10 are from the British 
Isles, 6 are from Latin 
authors, 3 are Greek 
in origin, 1 from an 
ancient Syrian liturgy, 
1 from Germany, and 
1 from America.  The 
most ancient of these 
hymns is #195, “Father, 
we thank thee who hast 
planted Thy holy Name 
within our hearts” (from 
the Didache, c. 110).  A 
relatively modern selec-
tion is #207, “Come, 
risen Lord, and deign to 
be our guest” (written 
by an American cler-
gyman in 1933).  Pic-
tured in this article are 
two wonderful hymns 
which demonstrate the 
majesty and tasteful-
ness of the phenome-

non known as “Eclectic Anglican Hymnody”.  #197 
“Let all mortal flesh keep silence”, is a paraphrase of 
the Cherubic Hymn from the Liturgy of St. James 
of Jerusalem, as used in the Eastern Orthodox 
churches, here set to a 17th century French melody 
known in our hymnal as Picardy.  #196 “Bread of 
the world, in mercy broken, Wine of the soul, in 
mercy shed” was written by 19th century Anglican 
priest and extraordinary hymnologist Reginald 
Heber, set here to a tune by the  American organist, 
John Sebastian Bach Hodges, Eucharistic Hymn..
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Before the General Convention of  ECUSA in June 2006 
be sure carefully to read and consider

this 64 page Booklet:

Episcopal Innovations 1960-2004. 
Theological & Historical Reflection on the Current Crisis in ECUSA

Peter Toon
Preservation Press of the Prayer Book Society U.S.A. March 2006

In recent years, those within the ECUSA, who call themselves “orthodox,” have been referring 
to the leadership in the General Convention as “revisionist.”  The primary reason for this is  the 
recent “revision” of the  definition of marriage as between a man and a women, to include also 
“same-sex/gender” partnership as the equivalent of marriage.

Certainly this is a major innovation in Church doctrine and practice. However, it did not occur 
in a vacuum! It was a natural development from previous innovations which occurred regularly 
and consistently  from 1970 onwards. The latter are often conveniently forgotten but they were 
serious departures from God’s order for his creation, and they blazed the trail for the recent same-
sex innovations in doctrine and practice.

This carefully written and highly researched essay tells the story of all the major innovations 
and shows very clearly that what they all have in common is the abandoning  and denying of God’s 
revealed order for man and woman in this world. 

Since they are all inter-connected, it is doubtful whether the sexual innovations can be reversed 
without also reversing most or all of the previous innovations in doctrine and discipline.

Buy a copy for yourself and others. $7.50 per single copy, post and package included; or $5.00 
per copy when 5 or more are purchased.

Call 1 800 PBS 1928  or  send order to Philadelphia address of PBS
For a preview visit www.episcopalian.org/pbs1928 and read it on line.
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Introducing the  Articles of Religion as an Anglican Formulary

Doctrine as Doxology
Four lectures by the Revd Dr Peter Toon,

Delivered in Lent 2006 at St Luke’s Church, Seattle.

Available as:
1. Four cassette tapes of one hour each, $20.00 postage paid from 

St Luke’s Church (Episcopal), 5710, 22nd Ave NW., SEATTLE WA 98107. 
(206 784 3119) Please send check with order.

2. Two DVDs or Two CD’s $20.00 postage paid from 
www.reason-for-hope.com: Norlynn Audio Visual Services, 

1858 Beaulynn Place, North Vancouver, BC, Canada V7J 2T1. 
Pay securely at the website – sales@reason-for-hope.com

[Note these are not available from the Prayer Book Society office or website.]


