The Liturgy of the Hours—
Are we Biologically Programmed?

Patricia M. Rumsey

By the venerable tradition of the universal Church, Lauds as moming
prayer and Vespers as evening prayer are the two hinges on which the
daily Office turns: hence they are to be considered as the chief hours and
celebrated as such.!

Lauds is designed and structured to sanctify the morning ... This Hour,
recited as the light of a new day dawns, recalls the resurrection of the
Lord Jesus, the true light enlightening every man.?

Vespers is celebrated in the evening when the day is drawing to a close ...
we join with the Eastern Churches and invoke ‘blessed Jesus Christ, the
Light of our Heavenly Father’s sacred and eternal glory; as the sun sets we
behold the evening light and sing to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit’.?

These passages from the conciliar and post-conciliar documents of Vatican
II make emphatically clear the Church’s tradition of prayer at the beginning
and ending of the day*, and connect this tradition with dawn, the rising
light of the new day, and dusk, the waning light of the evening. In the
Church’s tradition of prayer, these two Hours are given a Christological
significance: Lauds recalls the resurrection of Jesus from the dead’, and
Vespers commemorates his death and burial®. This paper looks at the
biological as well as the liturgical thythms involved in praying at dawn and
dusk , and invokes a sacramental understanding of time, which was
common throughout earlier ages, but has been lost in more recent times’. It
then examines the custom of prayer at dawn and dusk in other religious
traditions besides Christianity and collates all this evidence to ask if there is
any justification for arguing that human beings are biologically
programmed for such activity.

We will first of all summarise the discovery of biological rhythms in
plants, birds and mammals in a brief over-view. It had been noted since at
least the fourth century B.C. that plants and animals have observable daily
rhythms. Androsthenes, a scribe of Alexander the Great, noticed that the
leaves of certain trees closed at night and opened during the day®. The first
known experiment on biological rhythms was conducted by the French
astronomer, Jean Jacques d’Ortous de Mairan observing his heliotrope. A
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similar observation was made by the taxonomist Carolus Linnaeus
watching the flowers in his garden, and in the early 1900’s Karl von Frisch
discovered the existence in bees of an ‘internal clock’. The existence of a
‘biological clock’ in birds was definitively proved by Gustav Kramer and
Klaus Hoffman in the 1950’s, when they showed that starlings used the sun
as a compass by which to migrate. Another significant discovery was made
in the 1950°s when Colin Pittendrigh showed that biological clocks,
contrary to most metabolic activities, are temperature compensated (that is
the period of the biological clock remains the same even when the
temperature alters).

These, and other, early experiments established chronobiology (the
study of biological thythms) as an interdisciplinary field within biology. The
main field of research for chronobiologists is that of circadian thythms,
which are defined as endogenous cycles of behaviour or biological activity
within a period of approximately twenty four hours. These circadian
rhythms, which are the main focus of our interest in this context, are
generated by an internal clock which is synchronised to light-dark cycles in
the environment. It is this biological clock, in human beings located within
the hypothalamus and regulated by the secretion or release of the hormone
melatonin which in turn is activated by light-dark cycles, that is responsible
for the cycle of circadian thythms’®. So it can be seen that the daily rhythms
of the human body such as sleeping and waking, regular temperature
fluctuations, activity of the immune system, other hormonal levels, among
others, are closely connected with and regulated by the amount of light in
the environment. The human system is thus conditioned to respond at its
most fundamental biological level to the cycles of light and darkness. This is
the first fundamental premise of this paper.

‘We next investigate the sacramental understanding of time mentioned
above. Speaking of the pre-Christian inhabitants of Ireland, Wales and
Cornwall, but acknowledging possibie links with Gaul, and further afield
with India and the Far East, Alwyn and Brindley Rees say:

The alternation of day and night, light and darkness, had a profound
meaning for the Celts as it did for many other peoples. It manifested a
fundamental duality which had a variety of other expressions ... The
dividing lines between the contrasting periods of time are haunted by a
mysterious power which has a propensity both for good and for evil.
Certain acts were forbidden at sunrise and sunset because these were
moments of danger; on the other hand, morming dew and moming water
had a particular virtue, and cures could be effected by remedies sought at
sunset ... Midday and midnight, like sunrise and sunset, were moments
when the veil between this world and the unseen world was very thin."

So even in pre-Christian times. the hours of dawn and dusk had particular
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significance and were seen as times when the other world was either
particularly close or particularly easy of access.
Robert Taft comments:

In primitive, natural religious systems the past was seen as cyclic, as an
ever-reaching pattern of natural seasons. Rituals were celebrations of this
cycle of autumn, winter, spring, harvest ~ of natural death and rebirth. But
even at this primitive stage men and women came to see these natural
rhythms as symbols of higher realities, of death and resurrection, of the
perdurance of human existence beyond natural death.

So even natura! religious ritual is not just an interpretation of experience,
but implies a reaching for the beyond, for an ultimate meaning in the
cycle of life that seemed to be an ever-recurring circle closed by death.”

This became explicit very early in the Christian era, when time was
understood sacramentally , and one of the effects of this sacramentalising
vision was to see the natural rhythms of time as pointing to the
resurrection of Christ, and thus also, to that of the believer. Clement of
Rome, writing during the last decade of the first century C.E., describes
day and night as making the resurrection visible:

Let us consider, dear friends, how the Master continually points out to us
that there will be a future resurrection. Of this he made the Lord Jesus the
first fruits by raising him from the dead. Let us take note, dear friends, of
the resurrection at the natural seasons. Day and night demonstrate
resurrection. Night passes and day comes. Day departs and night returns"

According to this view, time was seen as a sacrament, a visible sign of an
invisible reality and revealing the Christian message. John Allyn Melloh
says: ‘For Christians the rhythms of the day become lenses for seeing the
reality of the Christian life; prayer becomes an experience of union with
God’*. Thus the first moments of the day and of the night became special
times for prayer. The Didache prescribed that the Our Father should be said
three times daily, probably morning, noon and night*. O’Loughlin says of
the Didache:

Unlike Acts which has a theological vision of what the Church should be
in contrast io its actual defects, the Didache is not a theological work; but
in so far as it proposes rules to a community to be followed, it can reveal
to us the operative theology of its compilers and the communities which
used it.'®

i

Tertullian says: ‘... the prescribed prayers (legitimae orationes) are, of
course, an exception. Without any admonition they are obligatory
(debenter) at the approach of day and night’”. So also Ambrose: “With
psalms daybreak resounds, nightfall echoes back its psalmody’*;
Augustine: ‘My mother went to church twice a day, morning and evening
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and never allowed anything to keep her away, and she went ... so she might
hear you in your words and so that you might hear her in her prayers’”, and
Cyprian: ‘We must also pray in the morning to celebrate the Lord’s
resurrection by morning prayer’®, among many other early Fathers, testify
to the hours of moming and evening as times of special prayer in the early
centuries of the Church, The theology underpinning this understanding has
close affinities with the theme of Christ as the Light of the World*', which
idea goes back to the earliest days of Christianity?. Cyprian * said:

Likewise at the setting of the sun and at the end of the day it is necessary
that we should pray again. For, since Christ is the true sun and the true
day, when we pray as the sun and the day of the world recede and ask that
the light may come upon us again, we are asking for the coming of Christ,
which will grant us the grace of eternal light*

Basil writing in the fourth century says of the hymn ‘Phos Hilaron’, sung
every evening in the Church’s worship, that it was so old then that no-one
knew when it had been written.

It seemed fitting to our fathers not to receive the gift of the evening light

in silence, but to give thanks immediately upon its appearance. We can’t
say who was the father of the words of the thanksgiving for the light. But
the people utter the ancient formula, and those that say “We praise the
Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit of God” were never thought
impious by anyone...”

Writing probably less than a hundred years later®, Patrick has a very
graphic reference to Christ the true sun in his Confessio”.

A significant early medieval® text which has only recently begun to
receive due recognition for its value in the disciplines of theology, liturgy
and monastic spirituality” is the anonymous Nauigatio sancti Brendani
abbatis, which combines a sacramental view of the world as good and holy
(the Other World is reached through and by this world, not by rejecting it*)
with a strongly liturgical spiritwality which gives great emphasis to the
liturgy of the hours.* Thomas O’Loughlin describes this sacramental
quality as follows:

The universe is divided into two levels of heaven and earth. Taken
together they are opposites and they are understood in terms of binary
opposition. The lower is material, temporal, transitory, and but a poor
reflection of the higher realm. It points upward to the higher as that which
is truly important, more real and the place of goodness and holiness™.

So, from its earliest days, Christianity has seen creation, and in this
context specifically time, as sacramentally revealing the presence and work
of God, and has acknowledged this by the tradition of prayer at morning

and evening,
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So far, this paper has examined the premise of the existence of a deep
seated tendency within human beings to turn to God at morning and
evening in the context of Christianity. We will now broaden the horizon
and see whether this is a characteristic of other religious beliefs.

Christianity received its pattern of prayer at morning and evening
from Judaism®; these were the hours prescribed in the Old Testament for
sacrifice and the offering of incense in the Temple*.

Three quotations from the Pentateuch (Deut. 6:4-9; 11:11-21: Num
15:37-41) form even today the central part of the morning and evening
prayers. They declare God’s unity (Sh’ma Israel — ‘Hear, Israel, the Lord
our God, the Lord is one’) and the duty to love him and to follow his
commandments. Before and after these recitals God is praised as the
Master of the Universe ‘who creates the light’ (morning prayer); ‘who lets
the night follow the day’ (evening prayer); who gave his Law to Israel
and who is the Redeemer of his people in past and future.

Many more prayers and petitions were added in the course of time, above

all the ‘Eighteen Prayers’ (sh’mone esre} which are said three times a day
... Not only does the Jew say prayers turning in the direction of
Jerusalem, the prayer-times were fixed to correspond with the former
daily morning and afternoon-sacrifices. Prayers are said at moming,
afternoon and evening ..*

The central act of Muslims’ worship is the ritual prayer. This is offered five
times a day by the orthodox Muslim, and it is the discipline and rhythm of
Islamic worship which has been a unifying and appealing factor in Islamic
history.*

These five times for prayer are: Fajr, Zuhr, Asr, Maghrib and Isha. The
precise timing of these five prayers varies from place to place and from day
to day, but is connected with the rising and setting of the sun. Fajr takes
place approximately two hours before actual sunrise, corresponding to
dawn and parallelling Lauds in the Christian liturgy of the hours. Mahgrib
takes place at sunset, thus parallelling Christian Vespers. For Muslims, the
exact timing and observance of these prayers is of the greatest importance”.

While it can be argued that Christianity and Islam both have their roots
in Judaism and thus are heirs to a common source, whence this tradition may
have come®, the custom of prayer at morning and evening can be found also
in Buddhism and Hinduism and therefore outside the Judaeo-Christian-
Muslim tradition. Prayer in common in the early morning and the evening is
practised in Buddhism®. Although the content is very different from the
Christian liturgy, the timing is similar, and there are references to the light:

Great Kanzeon® views all the world in Truth:
He is a Light pure, — spotless, like the sun,
With wisdom does he darkness all dispel,
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subverting all effects of wind and fire;
His all-illuming light fills all the world.*

In Hinduism, prayer at sunrise and in the evening is common:

“There is nothing more exalted than the Gayatri”. It is the most renowned
mantra of the Vedas. It is addressed to the divine life-giver as supreme
God, symbolised in Savitr, the Sun. For this reason this prayer is also
called Savitri. It is recited daily at sunrise and at sunset, usually at the
moment of the ritual bath ... Daily, the student of sacred lore should stand
at dawn and recite the Savitri (as the Gayatri is often called) until he sees
the rising sun, and at dusk, seated, recites it until he catches sight of the
emerging stars. Another Sastra adds that while facing the East at the
morning twilight and the West in the evening, one may control his breath
while reciting the Savitri a hundred times. These and other injunctions
tend to harmonize one’s heart and mind with the cosmic powers. The
chanting of the Gayatri at dawn purifies from the sins of the previous
night, and the evening prayer of the mantra purifies from the sins
committed during that day.

The Gayatri is a complete symbol of light. It is certainly much more than
the epiphany of light; it is light itself when the recitation is a real prayer,
an assimilation to and identification with that which is prayed. Each line
emphasizes one aspect of light: the glorious splendour of the Ultimate, his
own internal radiance, that is, the uncreatedness of light (line 1); the
creating light, the communicative brightness of the uncreated Sun, Savit,
the brilliance of the living God who illumines everything (line 2); and,
finally, the incidence of this divine light in our beings, and especially in
our minds, making us refulgent ourselves and transmitters of the same
refulgence and converting us into light: light from light, splendour from
splendour, oneness with the source of light, not in a ponderous
ontological identity but in a “lightsome” identity of luminosity, totally
transparent — atman-brahman (line 3).”

If it can be argued that all these are ancient traditions stemming from a
world view which is radically different from that current today, then one
can take a contemporary example from the New Age movement. Many
people feeling a spiritual void are attracted to New Age ‘because so much
of what it offers meets hunger often left unsatisfied by the established
institutions. ... People feel the Christian religion no longer offers them —
or perhaps never gave them -- something they really need’®. Thus it is
significant that people who experience ‘ a genuine yearning for a deeper
spirituality, for something that will touch their hearts, and for a way of
making sense of a confusing and alienating world’#, are encouraged to
follow a practice as traditional and orthodox as prayer at morning and
evening:
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My first thoughts on awakening before I open my eyes are to be grateful
for everything I can think of ... I spend about ten minutes just being
thankful for all the good in my life ... This is before I get up and do my
morning meditation and prayers ... As I go to bed, I collect my thoughts. I
go over the events of the day and bless each activity ...

Although not Christological, this passage assumes the existence of a
Supreme Being, to whom gratitude is expressed, and the last sentence
bears a striking resemblance to the explanation of Vespers in The Long
Rules of St Basil:

When the day is ended, thanksgiving should be offered for what has been
granted us or for what we have done right during it ...*

Perhaps this desire to turn to some all-powerful Being in the morning
and in the evening can be seen as a need to return to a more sacramental
understanding of life, the loss of which was lamented by Odo Casel:
*..nature is no longer a symbol, a transparency of higher realities...”*.
Possibly, even ‘the trends present in many New Age and neopagan cults
where the earth itself becomes the object of worship and is believed to be
the source of spiritual power’* may be a symptom of a muddled desire to
reattain this sacramental understanding of creation.

This paper began with a brief overview of the discovery of the
evidence and function of circadian rhythms in animals. It went on to
examine a sacramental understanding of creation which, although not
originally aware of scientific evidence for the existence of these thythms in
human beings, was very sensitive to the (sacramental) quality of life, of
time, and of the cyclical rhythms of the day, the week® and the year, and
the effect of all this on the human spirit, and its significance for prayer.
Although in Christian understanding this is linked in the context of the
daity cycle to the death, burial and resurrection of Christ, and thus to a
specifically Christian theology, other ancient religious traditions, as also
more modern expressions of spirituality, also see morning and evening as
significant times for prayer, suggesting that the first light of morning and
the waning light of evening have a universal religious significance. Thus
when during Lauds and Vespers we pray such prayers as:

Almighty ever-living God,

we make our prayer to you at moming, noon and evening;
dispel from our hearts the darkness of sin,

and bring us to the true light, Christ your Son,

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,

God, for ever and ever.®

Let the splendour of the resurrection
light up our hearts and minds, Lord,
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scattering the shadows of death,
and bringing us to the radiance of eternity.*"

Yours is the day and yours the night, Lord God;

let the Sun of Justice shine so steadily in our hearts
that we may come at length

to that light where you dwell eternally.™

Lord God,

it is our bounden duty to proclaim you as the Light
with whom there is no alteration or shadow of change:
enlighten our darkness as we reach the close of this day,
and in your mercy forgive us our sins.”

we may be responding to a deep need within the human system, activated by
the dawning light of the new day, or by the waning of light in the evening®,
as a sacramental indication of the divinity, to turn to whatever deity the
individual worshipper believes in, to express gratitude, thanksgiving, and
contrition. Pelikan would go even further than this. He says:

Behind the imagery of the light and the sun in the religions of the Near
East was the attempt to find meaning and hope for human life in the daily
victory of light over darkness: the dawn was the harbinger of divine
rescue and of eternal salvation. Indeed, the power of the light to bring
hope is much older and deeper than mere human history. In responding as
they did to the power of the light, the religions of the Near East gave
liturgical expression to the yearnings and the stirrings of the protoplasm,
the nameless need in the very stuff of life to be sustained by light.*

A more conclusive study of this question would necessitate a fuller
examination in detail of the world’s religions but enough evidence has been
set forth above to initiate such a debate.
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