Homily 29th Sunday of OT Year A The Mass Part I

As I announced last weekend, today I will kick off a series or homilies on the Mass, as a way to prepare us to kick off the new translation of the Mass on the first Sunday of Advent.  This is the Roman Missal.  It’s the book that tells us how to celebrate Mass, and this is a new English translation of the Latin text.

The essence of the Mass is not changing.  What’s changing are some of the words and phrases we say or sing as we celebrate the sacred liturgy.  There are also some additions:  new feasts for newly canonized saints, new prefaces for the Eucharistic prayers, new Masses for various needs and intentions, and there are some updated instructions for the Mass as well.

The reason why a new English translation has been issued is that the philosophy of translation has changed.  When the Mass itself was changed after Vatican II, and the English version of the Latin text was published in 1973, the process of translation was governed by the idea of dynamic equivalence.

Dynamic equivalence aimed at communicating the general meaning of the Latin text of the Mass, rather than providing a literal, or word-for-word translation.  Over the last forty years, the Church has come to realize this first English translation lost a lot of depth, where it paraphrased the original Latin.

Rich metaphors and images were no longer present.  Important theological concepts were not as clear as they could or should be, and several biblical allusions did not shine forth as powerfully as intended.  So in 2001 the Vatican called for a more precise English translation of the Latin, and ten years later, it’s ready to go.

So as I preach on the Mass over the next five or six weeks, I’ll be highlighting the changes in the prayers and responses that both you say alone and we say together, and I’ll explain the significance of those changes.  But my main focus will be to explain the Mass itself, and I’ll only get to one change today.

So what is this celebration all about?  Well, we need to begin at the beginning.  The reality that has become the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, was instituted by Jesus at the Last Supper.  At the Last Supper, Jesus gathered his apostles to celebrate the Passover, with a traditional Jewish, sacrificial meal.

Passover was a feast dedicated to the remembrance of Israel’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt.  You know the story … as God prepared Israel for the Exodus, he sent the Angel of Death to claim the lives of all the firstborn males in Egypt, animals and people alike.

The firstborn sons of Israel were passed over by the Angel of Death because the Israelites observed the ritual prescribed by God through Moses.  That ritual was to sacrifice a lamb and offer it to God in thanks and praise for sparing the sons’ lives.  The lamb was to be eaten along with other foods, all rich in symbolism, including unleavened bread and wine.  Those two things should ring a bell.

In Jesus’ time, hundreds of thousands of devout Jews journeyed to Jerusalem from all over the world to celebrate Passover.  In the prescribed prayers and readings for the day, each family recalled the Exodus as if it were a current event taking place in their own generation.

They also looked forward to a definitive deliverance by the Messiah, who would establish God’s kingdom in its fullness, and bring peace to his chosen people.  Well, we know Jesus is that Messiah, and he knew it too.  

So at the Last Supper, he offered himself as the definitive sacrificial Lamb … the firstborn son of God who would deliver all who believe in him from the slavery of sin and death.  He identified himself as the Lamb of God when he said, “This is my body, which will be given up for you….  This is my blood, which will be shed for you and for all, for the forgiveness of sins.”

He also said, “Do this in memory of me.”  And so this has become our ritual meal, prescribed by Christ to worship our God, and to effect our salvation, because those who faithfully participate in this, will be passed over by the Angel of Eternal Death, and will inherit instead, eternal life.

At the Last Supper, Christ anticipated in words and gestures and ritual, what he would actually do the next day … submit to his passion and death … his body beaten, bruised, and broken, his blood poured out from his wounds on the Cross.  Two days later, he rose from the dead and opened the gates of heaven.

All of those realities are made present and real at this and every Mass.  This is not merely a psychological act of remembering, of retrieving data stored in our neurons.  Nor is it simply an historical commemoration, whose details are kept alive in old books.

Unlike the Jewish people who celebrate Passover as if it were happening here and now, at Mass we actually participate and share in the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus.  For Catholics, every Mass is the same event as the Last Supper.

All this is made possible by the power of the Holy Spirit working in and through our sacred signs and symbols.  These things not only represent all that Jesus did for us, but they bring what he did once and for all 2000 years ago, into our present reality.  

God is not limited by time or space and so he transcends millennia and continents, that we might taste and see the Paschal Mystery, every time we gather together here, or in any Catholic Church, anywhere in the world.

Ok so try to imagine if you will, being there when all these things happened in historical time and place, knowing what you know now, about what they meant.  So there you are in the upper room, sitting at table with Jesus and his apostles, sharing the Passover meal.

Would you not be hanging on his every word, would you dare to take your eyes off him even for a moment, would he not command your undivided attention?  The next day you’re up on Calvary Hill, gazing upon your crucified and dying Lord.  Is your heart not bursting with sorrow, grief stricken with remorse over the sins you committed, to hang him on that Cross?

A couple of days later, you’re outside an empty tomb, and with excitement you begin to wonder, where is the Crucified One?  Or perhaps you’re on the road to Emmaus and your hearts are burning within you as you listen to a stranger break open the Scriptures, and later when he breaks bread at table, you recognize the Risen One.

Is not your heart now bursting with joy, that he has cancelled your sins and conquered your death by rising from the tomb.  Are you not yearning to thank and praise and love him, with every fiber of your heart, mind, and soul?

Now how does that hypothetical experience compare, to what’s actually going on in your heart and mind and soul, when you experience the Mass, as you sit, stand, or kneel at your pew?  Those very same events are present here … so how might you conjure up the depth of emotion, enthusiasm, and desire they deserve?

I don’t have a definitive, one-size-fits-all answer for that.  You’ll have to work on it through your own study and prayer.  Today I’ll offer a helpful analogy given by Cardinal Donald Wuerl, Archbishop of Washington, D.C., in his book about the Mass.  He compares the Mass to a parade.

He says there are two ways you can experience a parade.  You can stand on the curb and watch it go by, or you can join the ranks and march along with the band.  Marching in a parade is fundamentally different from watching one go by.  

Well, our sacramental celebrations and our sacramental life as Catholic Christian people mean that we take our place as God’s children and truly share in his divine life.  We’re not supposed to just stand on the sidelines and watch Jesus go by, or talk about his going by, or worse yet, do our own thing, while we watch and let everyone else actively participate for us.

So we can get more enthused and emotionally invested in the Mass by being more fully engaged in it, mindful that whenever we remain inactive, on the sidelines, on the outside looking in during Mass, we effectively ignore the presence of Christ in our midst.  The Vatican II documents tell us that Christ himself is present and active throughout the Mass.  

Through me, his priest ordained to act in his person, it is Christ who offers himself on the altar, as he once offered himself on the Cross.  We believe his Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity are fully invested in both the consecrated bread and wine – that’s the most powerful way he is present at Mass.

But he is present in his word since it is he himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in Church.  And he is present when the Church prays and sings, for he has promised, “Where two or three are gathered in my name there am I in the midst of them.”

So if you don’t want to be accused of blowing off the Lord Jesus among us, then you better be fully conscious, active, and participatory, not only as you prepare to receive communion, but whenever the scriptures are being proclaimed or preached on, whenever prayers are being prayed, and whenever songs are being sung … which, of course, essentially means, from start to finish.  

Now for my big segue … from the start to the finish of Mass, we periodically exchange this pair of phrases.  I say, “The Lord be with you.”  You respond, “And also with you.”  In Latin that response is “Et Cum Spiritu Tuo,” which literally means, “And with your Spirit.”  And that’s what you’ll be saying back to me come Advent, and here’s why.

‘And also with you’ sounds like a cultural greeting, something akin to ‘Right back at ya Father’ or ‘Thanks, Father, you too’.  But that’s not what the Latin means.  It’s not supposed to be a way the congregation says ‘hello’ to the priest.

Instead, this liturgical greeting is supposed to remind me that I’ve been ontologically changed by ordination, and that it’s the spirit of Christ, to which my spirit has been configured, that allows me to carry out the sacred tasks I’ve been ordained to do.

That’s why the greeting happens at four significant moments during mass:  at the beginning when I start my presiding role over the liturgy, just before I proclaim the gospel, as I begin to pray the Eucharistic prayer, and as I dismiss you to go out and live what we celebrate here.

The greeting is also supposed to remind me that what I’m doing is not about me … it’s about my allowing Christ to act in me.  Likewise it’s supposed to remind you of who I am … that I am here in the person of Christ, and through the power of his Spirit doing for you what you can’t do yourselves, namely transform ordinary bread and wine into the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of the Risen Lord.

Finally, the greeting does not mean to suggest that I am any holier than any of you are.  You should know by now that’s certainly not the case.  Rather, it serves as a prayer offered by you, that I may be made worthy of my divine calling to the priesthood.

Ok, that wraps it up for this week.  Next week I’ll cover the rest of the introductory rites, and the Liturgy of the Word up to, but not including the Creed.
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