Homily 31st Sunday of OT Year A The Mass Part III

Today’s quote comes from a document written during Vatican II called Sacrosanctum Conciliam, also known as The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy.  These two paragraphs from the chapter titled, “The Most Sacred Mystery of the Eucharist,” reinforce what you’ve already heard, and offer new insights as well.

Quote:  “At the Last Supper … our Savior instituted the eucharistic sacrifice of his Body and Blood.  This he did in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross throughout the ages until he should come again, and so he entrusted to his beloved Spouse, the Church, a memorial of his death and resurrection …

… a sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity, a paschal banquet in which Christ is consumed, the mind is filled with grace, and a pledge of future glory is given to us.  The Church, therefore, earnestly desired that Christ’s faithful, when present at this mystery of faith, should not be there as strangers or spectators.

On the contrary, through a good understanding of the rites and prayers they should take part in the sacred action, conscious of what they are doing, with devotion and full collaboration.  They should be instructed by God’s word, and be nourished at the table of the Lord’s Body.  They should give thanks to God.

Offering the immaculate victim, not only through the hands of the priest but also together with him, they should learn to offer themselves.  Through Christ the Mediator, they should be drawn day by day into ever more perfect union with God and with each other, so that finally, God may be all in all.”  End quote.

A sign of unity … I’ve already said a few times that we’re here, in part, to express our communion as the Body of Christ, and that we do that very powerfully both when we profess our faith by reciting the Creed, and when we receive communion.  Cardinal Wuerl relates these two elements in this way:

“The Church gives us the creed so we can prepare ourselves to celebrate the Eucharist.  In the creed we declare our unity with Christ and the Church.  In the Eucharist we consummate that unity.  What we accept verbally in the creed, we accomplish bodily in Holy Communion.”

There are three changes in the creed I want to discuss with you today, two of which involve words that aren’t part of everyday speech, and frankly, are awkward to say and hear.  But the precision these words bring to our expression of what we believe about God overrides their awkwardness.

They were chosen very deliberately by bishops at important church councils in the 4th century to refute certain heresies prevalent at the time … heresies that denied truths about the true divinity and true humanity of Christ.  People have given their lives defending these words through the centuries, and we should honor their memory by retaining the fullness and clarity of the words’ meaning.

Okay, so right now in the creed we profess that as God’s Son, Jesus is “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, one in being with the Father.”  That last phrase, ‘one in being with the Father’, is changing to ‘consubstantial with the Father’ at the end of next month.

The Latin word at this point in the creed is consubstantialem, and obviously, the English ‘consubstantial’ is almost identical to it.  The Latin is a translation of the Greek term, homoousios, which means ‘of the same substance’.  

So the Son is of the same substance as the Father, which is to say the Son was not created by the Father, but is a distinct divine Person, who has existed from all eternity, sharing the same divine nature with the Father and the Holy Spirit.

‘One in being’ doesn’t capture this; it’s vague and open to misinterpretation.  For example, you could say that we are all one in being with each other since we’re all human beings.  But none of us is so intimately related to others that we could be considered a single entity the way the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one God.

Fr. Neil Roy, who taught one of my courses on liturgy in seminary, says ‘one in being’ doesn’t really say anything unique about Christ’s relationship to the Father, because to a certain extent we’re all ‘on in being’ with the Father, since He is the source of all being, and he gives each of us our being and existence.

The second change also has to do with Jesus, but the focus is on his humanity.  Right now we say, “By the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the Virgin Mary, and became man.”  That’s changing to, “by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man.”

‘Incarnate’ is a theological term that refers to the fact that the Son of God assumed a human nature in order to accomplish our salvation in that nature.  The beginning of John’s gospel tells us, “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  

And Jesus took on flesh from Mary at the moment of his conception in her womb by the Holy Spirit, nine months before he was actually born of the Virgin Mary.  Here again, it’s all about a more explicit expression of what we believe about Jesus.

The last change in the creed I doesn’t involve fancy words at all, but a simple change in pronouns.  We currently say, “We believe in one God … ,” and we will be saying, “I believe in one God….”

After Vatican II, English was the only Western language to translate the opening word of the creed, Credo, which means, ‘I believe’, in the plural ‘We believe’.  So by changing the English to ‘I believe’, we will once again be united with the rest of the Catholic world in how we profess the creed, which will be a fuller expression of our unity as the Body of Christ, across the universal Church.

Furthermore, ‘I believe’ signifies an individual’s personal assent to the faith, and this is required by each individual in order to be a bona fide Christian.  

That distinct, personal assent could be blurred in the ‘We believe’ formulation, if a person thinks he can rely on others to accept the faith on his behalf, or make up for a lack of faith on his part.  The Catechism explains, “I believe” expresses “the faith of the Church professed personally by each believer.”

‘I believe’ is also consistent with the formulation of the Apostles’ Creed, ‘I believe in one God, creator of heaven and earth …’, and with how we celebrate baptism or renew our baptismal promises.  I ask questions like ‘Do you believe in God the Father Almighty … and in Jesus Christ … and so on?’ and you respond, ‘I do’, not ‘We do’.

Currently, the norms for celebrating Mass say that the Apostles’ Creed can be used instead of the Nicene Creed in Masses with children.  In the new missal, the notes say the Apostles’ Creed can be used anytime, but especially during Lent and Easter.  So I’ll be exercising that option just to mix things up a bit.

Regardless of which creed we use during mass, we’re all supposed to bow slightly as we profess the Incarnation of Jesus.  That practice was never taken out of the Mass, but has long since fallen out of favor, and I want to get everyone in the habit of doing it again, starting today.

You can follow my lead, “For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven,” BOW slightly, “by the power of the Holy Spirit, he was born of the Virgin Mary and became man.”  Stand up straight again.  [Do it again]

Remember, this celebration is all about worshipping God, and this modest gesture is a way we worship and honor the Son of God’s becoming one of us to live, suffer, die, and rise again, that we might inherit the promise of eternal life.

The Liturgy of the Word concludes with the Prayer of the Faithful.  Remember I said one of the secondary reasons why we come to mass is to ask God for his help in our lives.  We do that most directly in the Prayer of the Faithful.

The basic structure of this prayer includes the following categories of petitions in this specific order:  we pray first for the Church, and my prayer for more priests falls under this category; next we pray for the world; for the suffering; for our local community; and for the dead.  You can have more than one petition in any given category, but the entire set should only rarely have more than seven.

I’ll close today with Cardinal Wuerl’s insights into this prayer.  “In baptism, each and every Christian receives a share in Christ’s priesthood.  Living in Christ, every Christian stands as a mediator between God and the world, offering ‘supplications, prayers, petitions, and thanksgivings … for everyone’.”

“Since our most powerful prayer is the Holy Mass, we use the occasion to raise our prayer on behalf of ourselves and others.  When we do so, the Church says … we are exercising our priestly function.”  Next week, I’ll begin talking about the Liturgy of the Eucharist.
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