Homily 30th Sunday of OT Year A The Mass Part II Mt 22:34-40

I’m going to begin the rest of my homilies on the Mass with a quote from some saintly person who lived our faith in years gone by.  Today it’s from St. Ignatius of Antioch, who wrote this in a letter to fellow Christians on his way to being martyred in Rome in the year 107.

“I have no taste for corruptible food, nor for the pleasures of this life.  I desire the bread of God, which is the flesh of Jesus Christ, who was of the seed of David; and for drink I desire his blood, which is love incorruptible.”  The flesh and blood of Jesus Christ is available no place else, but here.

Last week I began to talk about what we do when we gather for Mass.  This week I want to talk about why we do it.  I finished up last week by explaining the change from ‘And also with you’ to ‘And with your spirit’.  I said it’s supposed to remind me what I’m doing is not about me.

Likewise, what you’re doing here is not about you.  Rather, what we’re doing here is first and foremost all about God.  Above all else, we are here to worship, praise, and give thanks to God.  This is not supposed to be about what we get out of it, but it’s supposed to be about what we put into it.

And if we’re celebrating this liturgy the right way, with all we’ve got, then we’re fulfilling the first and greatest commandment more perfectly than any other way we can.  This gives us the means to love the Lord our God with all our hearts, with all our souls, and with all our minds, like nothing else on earth.

So all those folks you hear about who go around from church to church, Catholic or otherwise, trying to find someplace where they ‘get something out of it’ … well, they are tragically missing the point.  This is about loving God, not about taking care of ourselves.

It turns out there are secondary reasons why we come to Church to celebrate Mass.  One is that by worshiping, praying, and singing together, we both express and deepen our unity as the Body of Christ.

Another is that we place our needs before God and ask him to help us be the people he’s called us to be. This is a way we express both our dependence on him for all things, and our desire to submit to his will for us.  They are, therefore, ways we let him know we love him.

Now, the funny thing is, if we come here for all the right reasons I just described, and we enter into this celebration wholeheartedly, and we truly believe in all that we’re doing here, then we will be nourished in body, mind and spirit, by the same God we worship, who loves us more than we can possibly imagine.

We are nourished by listening to him speak to us in the scriptures, by the very act of worshiping him together as the body of Christ, and most profoundly, by receiving the Body and Blood of his Son in holy communion.

Now, as important as it is for us to receive communion, it, too, is secondary to worshiping God.  The sacrifice on Calvary is made present and real on the altar.  We’re supposed to add to that one perfect sacrifice, the sacrifice of our own lives, and then offer it all to the Father as our supreme act of thanks and praise.  Jesus told us that’s how God wants to be worshiped, so that’s what we do.

In his love and mercy, God has deigned to allow us to be fed, nourished, healed, enlightened, inspired, and strengthened by the gift of his Son in the eucharist, but that’s less crucial than the offering that precedes it. 

To back that up, I will remind you of two of the minimum requirements to be a Catholic in good standing per Church law.  The first is that you that you must come to mass every Sunday and Holy Day unless you can’t make it for a serious reason.  

The second is that you must receive communion at least once a year during the Easter season, and celebrate the sacrament of penance beforehand if, you’re conscious of grave sin.

So you have to come to Mass at a minimum of about sixty times a year, but you only have to receive communion once.  What does that tell you about the relative importance of one versus the other?  Of course, you should receive communion at mass as often as your conscience allows, but that’s besides my point.

And my point includes what I said last week, that from the start of the opening hymn until I’m out on the pavers, the mass demands your undivided attention, and your full, conscious, and active participation.

Okay … let’s move on to the new translation.  One of the things we ask God for the most during Mass is his forgiveness.  We do that most noticeably at the start, right after the greeting, in what is called the penitential act.

Currently I have the option of introducing that act in my own words.  That will change on the First Sunday of Advent, and from then on, I’ll always say this:  “Brothers and sisters, let us acknowledge our sins, and so prepare ourselves to celebrate the sacred mysteries.”

Standardizing these kinds of remarks, and removing the option to use ‘similar words’ makes the celebration of mass more uniform, regardless of who’s presiding, and thus yields a deeper expression of unity across the universal Church.

There are three forms of the penitential act.  The one I use most often involves my saying three short phrases followed by ‘Lord, have mercy’ or ‘Christ, have mercy’, and you respond ‘Lord, have mercy’ or ‘Christ, have mercy’ in kind.  This form isn’t changing.

The form we’ll use during Advent is the Confiteor.  We pray together, “I confess to Almighty God and to you my brothers and sisters ….”  It’s changing a little bit.  Now, we continue, “that I have sinned through my own fault, in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done, and what I have failed to do,” and so on.

Starting in Advent, that continuation will be, “that I have greatly sinned in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have failed to do, through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”  

The Latin for that last part is, “mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.”  Some of you will remember that.  I hope you noticed I struck my breast three times as well.  That gesture and the textual changes are supposed to cultivate a few things in us.  The first is a more humble, sorrowful attitude toward God for sin.

The second is a heightened sense of responsibility for our sins by repeating the same phrase and intensifying it.  We commit sins through our own grievous fault – there’s no one else to blame.  

Finally, we’re reminded that to sin against God is never to be taken lightly.  Even when we make the smallest of mistakes, it is correct to say that we have greatly sinned, because in the face of God’s goodness, love, and mercy, no sin is justifiable.

The Gloria is the preeminent prayer of praise in our worship.  It’s a way we celebrate God simply for being God.  To put it simply, we praise God just by telling him how great we think he is.  So if we were to pray the Gloria in more contemporary lingo, it would go something like this.

God, you’re the most awesome God ever!  You rock!  You’re the bomb!  There’s no other god like you, and you’re the only one for me!  You’re my BFF!  I don’t know what I’d do without you – I can’t live without you!  I love you with all my heart, always and forever!

The actual Gloria in the new translation is also more repetitive for added emphases:  on our acknowledgment of God’s greatness, and also on our need for his mercy.  We’ll say ‘have mercy on us’ twice now.

It adds another title for Jesus, Only Begotten Son, which more precisely describes his relationship with the Father, as understood by the early Church councils.  Although we are all God’s children by adoption in Christ, Jesus is uniquely God’s Son, sharing in the same divine nature as the Father.

The opening line of the Gloria is from Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth.  Here’s the text from Luke 2:13-14:  “And suddenly there was multitude of the heavenly host with the angel, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.’”  What better way to praise God than to echo the voice of his angels!

Now I’m going to slowly say the new Gloria so you can hear the elements I just described.  You should also be able to hear in it most of the reasons I mentioned earlier as to why we celebrate mass.

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to people of good will.  We praise you, we bless you, we adore you, we glorify you, we give you thanks for your great glory, Lord God, heavenly King, O God, almighty Father.

Lord Jesus Christ, Only Begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us; you  take away the sins of the world, receive our prayer; you are seated at the right hand of the Father, have mercy on us.

For you alone are the Holy One, you alone are the Lord, you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ, with the Holy Spirit, in the glory of God the Father.  Amen.”

After the Gloria we conclude the first part of the Mass, called the Introductory Rites, which began with the opening hymn and procession, and we close it out with the opening prayer, or collect.  Although I’m the only one saying the words, you should all be offering the prayer with me in silence.

That’s why I say, “Let US pray,” and pause … so that you can gather your heart and mind into a prayerful posture, ready to offer the prayer to God as you hear me pray the words.

The next part of the Mass is called the Liturgy of the Word.  It begins with the first reading and ends with the Prayer of the Faithful.  Just a word or two about the scriptures proclaimed at Mass.

You know, God didn’t have to reveal his word to us.  He could’ve just kept quiet up there in heaven and not spoken to us at all.  He could’ve just let us go about our business and left us to our own devices.  What a tragedy that would’ve been. 

Happily, he did reveal his Word to us, most profoundly in the person of Jesus Christ.  And we should be sincerely grateful for that!  That’s why we should listen closely to the readings, and that’s why we say ‘Thanks be to God’ or ‘Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ’ at the end.  We praise and thank God for his Word.

Among the scriptures, the gospels have pride of place since they’re all about Jesus, and his word is spoken more explicitly in the gospels than in other books.  Accordingly, we praise God more profusely for the gospel reading.

We sing ‘Alleluia’ beforehand, which literally means, ‘Praise the Lord!’  Before I even take the Gospel Book off the altar, I bow to it and say to myself, ‘Cleanse my heart and my lips, almighty God, that I may worthily proclaim your holy Gospel’.

When I announce the Gospel reading, I trace the Sign of the Cross on it, you respond, ‘Glory to you, O Lord’, and we all sign ourselves on the forehead, lips, and chest, as we quietly dedicate ourselves to Christ saying, ‘May these words be in my mind, on my lips, and in my heart’.  

The Book of the Gospels is part of the entrance procession, and I process with it from the altar to the ambo.  I kiss the book after I proclaim the Gospel, and say to myself, ‘May the words of the gospel wipe away our sins’.  I haven’t done it here yet, but the Gospel Book may also be incensed before it’s read….  And with that, I’ll close for today, and pick it up next week with the Profession of Faith.
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