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ARTICLE XL: THE PLACE OF THE THIRTY
NINE ARTICLES IN THE EPISCOPAL

CHURCH

Philip Wainwright

WHENEVER the subject of the Articles of Religion, commonly known as the Thirty
Nine Articles, comes up in conversation among Episcopalians, someone will usually
say, “They no longer have any authority for Episcopalians. That’s why they’re now

in the ‘Historical Documents’ section of the Prayer Book.” The proper response to this
comment is a confident and vigorous “Rubbish!” When called upon to explain that response,
some version of the following may be used.

The “Historical Documents”
section of the Prayer Book is not a place
for documents of no authority. It contains,
for instance, the Definition of the Council of
Chalcedon in 451, the classical statement of the
coexistence of divine and human nature in Jesus
Christ, a doctrine accepted by all Western
churches, catholic and protestant, and most Eastern
churches. I know of no Episcopalian that considers
the Chalcedonian Definition of no authority in this
church. In addition, the “Historical Documents”
section contains the so-called “Lambeth
Quadrilateral”, which many Episcopalians quote as
a document as authoritative as the Book of
Common Prayer itself. The Bishops in the Court
that heard the charges against Bishop Walter
Righter, for instance, turned first to the
Quadrilateral when looking for an authoritative
expression of the doctrine of the Episcopal Church. 

No one would deny that the Chalcedonian
Definition, the Articles of Religion and the
Lambeth Quadrilateral are historical documents of
the Church, just as no one would deny that the
Constitution of the United States is a historical
document of the nation. But whether a document
has authority or not must be decided on other
grounds than historic status. 

The Articles have all the authority
for Episcopalians that the Book of
Common Prayer has. This is not because they
are found in the Book of Common Prayer, for
technically speaking they are not part of the Prayer
Book, although they have been printed in Prayer
Books since 1802. But the Prayer Book asserts their
authority nevertheless, in the book’s preface, where
we read on p.11: “Upon a comparison of this
[book] with the Book of Common Prayer of the
Church of England... it will appear that this Church
is far from intending to depart from the Church of
England in any essential point of doctrine,
discipline or worship; or further than local
circumstances require”. In other words, our
teaching is the teaching of the Church of England
on all the essentials, and even in the non-essentials
we haven’t changed more than is required by local
circumstances. That preface appeared in the first
American Prayer Book and in every Prayer Book
since. The quoted words are the basis for our
inclusion in the Anglican Communion.

If the question is asked, what is the doctrine
of the Church of England, from which we have
never intended to depart, the Articles of Religion
are part of the answer. The Church of England
had, and still has, a more explicit formula than the
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American Church. When the
Episcopal Church produced its
first Prayer Book in 1789, it
simply said “If you want to
know what our doctrine is, look
at that of the Church of
England.” Everyone in the
Church of 1789 knew what that
was, because they had been
taught it their whole lives. They
had been taught by clergy who
were ordained in England and
who had sworn their agreement
with the doctrine of the Church
of England, they had worshiped
from the English Prayer Book,
and it wasn’t necessary at that
time to say more than “we
don’t intend to change”. 

This principle of “no
departure from the teaching of
the Church of England” was
expressed explicitly from the
very beginning. The informal
gathering of Episcopal clergy in
1784 which proposed a national
gathering to organize an
American church put these
words in their call to organize:
“the said church shall maintain
the doctrines of the Gospel as
now held by the Church of
England: and shall adhere to
the liturgy of the said church, as
far as shall be consistent with
the American Revolution and
the constitutions of the
respective states.” For us today,
of course, who are less familiar
with the explicit statements of
the Church of England, that
formula needs explanation.

In 1789, when the
Preface was first published,
Canon 5 of the Church
England, which dated from
1604, said that “The Articles of

the Church of England...
contain the true Doctrine of the
Church of England agreeable to
God’s word... whoever shall
hereafter affirm that any of the
Thirty-Nine Articles... are
erroneous... let him be
excommunicated.” Canon 36
required written agreement ex
animo to the doctrines
contained in the Articles. When
some persons were found to be
evading the intent of the canons
by means of tendentious
interpretations of the Articles,
this canon was supplemented
by the Declaration of Charles I
in 1628, published by
Archbishop of Canterbury
William Laud, which required
all persons to “submit to [the
Articles] in the plain and full
meaning thereof; and shall not
put his own sense or comment
to the meaning of the Article[s],
but shall take [them] in the
literal and grammatical sense”. 

The Articles contained
the doctrine of the Church of
England in 1789, and thus
contained the doctrine of the
Episcopal Church in 1789. The
same relationship holds
between the Churches today, of
course: the Preface of the
American Prayer Book still
upholds the doctrine of the
Church of England, and the
Church of England still upholds
what it upheld in 1789. 
Canon A5 in today’s Church of
England reads: “The doctrine of
the Church of England is
grounded in the holy
Scriptures, and in such
teachings of the ancient Fathers
and Councils of the Church as

are agreeable to the said
Scriptures. In particular such
doctrine is to be found in the
Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion,
the Book of Common Prayer,
and the Ordinal.” 

Clergy in the
Episcopal Church are
asked to swear loyalty to
the doctrine of the
Articles. It is sometimes
argued that because the
American Church formed in
1789 did not require the same
written assent to the Thirty
Nine Articles that was required
in the Church of England, they
must not have the same
standing in The Episcopal
Church that they have in the
Church of England. The
question of whether such an
assent should be required of
clergy in the newly independent
Church was much discussed.
We have seen that the new
Church stated its principle of
no departure from the Church
of England in essentials of
doctrine, and in the discussions
of how to apply this principle,
the authority of the Thirty Nine
Articles was never questioned.
The discussions only concerned
the way to revise them for the
American situation and the
appropriate form in which
clergy would be asked to assent
to them. 

The question was first
raised by William White,
Rector of Christ Church,
Philadelphia, Chaplain to the
Continental Congress and in
many respects the Father of the
Protestant Episcopal Church.
While the War of
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Independence was still being
fought, he wrote a pamphlet
called The Case of the Episcopal
Churches in the United States
Considered, in which he
proposed a form of government
for the Church that would be
necessary if the Revolution
were to succeed. Concerning
the Articles of Religion, he
wrote “it would perhaps be
sufficient to demand of all
admitted to the ministry, or
engaged in ecclesiastical
legislation, the questions
contained in the book of
ordination1; which extend no
farther than an
acknowledgement of the
scriptures, as a rule of faith and
life; yet some general sanction
may be given to the thirty-nine
articles of religion, so as to
adopt their leading sense.” In a
footnote he suggested a form
“resembling” one proposed
earlier in the Church of
England: “I do hereby profess
and declare, that I approve the
doctrine, worship and
government established in the
Church of England.” 

White’s proposal was
accepted when the American
Prayer Book was drafted a few
years later, although it was
rewritten to give us the phrase
we are now familiar with,
referring to such doctrine “as
this Church hath received”.
White’s proposal that the same
assent be required of all those
engaged in ecclesiastical
legislation was not widely
adopted, although the Diocese

of Virginia requires this assent
of any person serving on a
Vestry. 

The following question
was thus asked in the new
ordination service for presbyters
in the 1789 Book of Common
Prayer: “Will you then give
your faithful diligence always so
to minister the Doctrine and
Sacraments, and the Discipline
of Christ, as the Lord hath
commanded, and as this
Church hath received the
same…?” 

Interestingly, this
formulation is stricter than the
one proposed by White:
White’s phrase would have
applied to any doctrine taught
by the Church of England at
any time, the phrase in the
Prayer Book restricts ordinands
to the teachings of the Church
of England in 1789. No matter
where the Church of England
might wander in the future, the
American Church would
remain loyal to the doctrine it
had always held.

It is clear that assent to
the doctrine “as this church
hath received the same” was
generally assumed to include
subscription to the Articles. For
example, when an American
edition of the Homilies
mentioned in Article XXXV
was published in 1815, the
Editor commented that the
Clergy could be expected to
have an especial interest in the
book’s publication, “the
contents of it being referred to
in the promise which they
subscribe at their ordination.” 

The Articles of

Religion were set forth
by the authority of the
General Convention as
the abiding statement of
the Episcopal Church’s
doctrine. The way the
American Church dealt with
the revision of the Articles is a
very clear example of the
triumph of the principle of “no
departure from the Church of
England”. In fact, given the
extent of the challenge—Bishop
White says in his Memoirs that it
was a “notorious fact… that
there were some matters
universally held exceptionable
independently on doctrine”—it
can only be by the grace of
God that in her official
formularies the American
Church has been so consistent
an adherent of the doctrine
found in the Articles. 

The Articles clearly had
to be revised for the American
Church, for the same reason
that the Prayer Book would
have to be revised—they
referred to the authority of King
and Parliament in a way which
was no longer appropriate.
Article XXI, for instance, talked
about the “commandment and
will of princes” being necessary
before any Church council or
convention could be called, and
Article XXXVIII spoke of the
King as the “chief Government”
of both State and Church. So a
revision of the Articles had to
be made, and it was here that
the toughest battle was fought
over departure from the
Church of England. 

The Articles are
uncompromisingly Protestant

1
 In the 1662 Prayer Book
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and Reformed, and Anglicans
who discount the Reformation
have always had problems with
them. Numerous pleas to
change them, or at least to stop
requiring clergy to assent to
them, had been made in both
England and America, and the
necessity of revising them gave
the latitudinarians (the 18th
Century equivalent of today’s
liberals) an opportunity they
had long dreamed about. 

In the first draft of the
new Prayer Book, the Articles
were revised in a very
latitudinarian or liberal
direction (even refusing to
acknowledge the authority of
the Nicene Creed—today’s
liberals are tame by
comparison), and reduced to
twenty in number. The
Convention that considered the
draft Prayer Book refused to
accept the revised Articles, and
published the new book
without them until a more
satisfactory revision could be
made. This was eventually
done, and the principle of “no
departure” was maintained,
after much opposition,
throughout, except for one
doctrinal point. 

The revisions made can
all be seen very clearly in the

current book, which very
helpfully provides the original
text as well as the revised text.
Article XXI’s provision for state
control of councils was
dropped, Article XXXVI’s
reference to the Prayer Book by
its English title was dropped,
and Article XXXVII’s reference
to the King’s rôle was dropped,
all of which were no more than
“local circumstances require”. 

The one doctrinal
change that survived from the
Twenty Articles of 1786 came
in Article VIII, which restored
the Nicene Creed but
continued to omit the
Athanasian Creed, which was
not used in the new book, from
the list of Creeds “thoroughly to
be received and believed”.
Interestingly enough, the
Athanasian Creed was restored
in the most recent version of
the American Prayer Book (p.
864), so we could now be said
to be closer in our official
formularies to the Church of
England than at any time in our
history. 

The Articles were finally
“established” by General
Convention in 1801, and have
been printed in the Prayer
Book ever since. The General

Convention of 1820 declared
them “of equal authority with
the Book of Common Prayer”,
although not technically a part
of that Book. An attempt was
made to delete them from the
Book during the pre-1928
revision process, but General
Convention insisted on
retaining them. The most recent
affirmation of them, therefore,
was in 1979, when the current
book was authorized.

The authority of
the Articles is only
opposed by those who
are also opposed to the
authority of Scripture.
Does it matter whether the
Episcopal Church remains
under the authority of the
Articles? I believe that it does,
because what is really at stake is
not the value of an ancient
document, but our attitude
towards Scripture. The Articles
flatly deny what we are so often
told, that Anglican doctrine
puts Scripture, Tradition and
Reason on equal footing.
According to the Articles, it is
Scripture that has final authority
in our church, and Evangelicals
in particular ought to know
them and uphold them. 


