Homily 32nd Sunday of OT Year A The Mass Part IV

St. John Vianney is the patron saint of priests, and here’s what he had to say about the Mass:  “All the good works in the world are not equal to the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass because they are the works of men; but the Mass is the work of God.  Martyrdom is nothing in comparison for it is but the sacrifice of man to God; but the Mass is the sacrifice of God for man.”

It just might break St. John Vianney’s heart if he lived to see how casually so many Catholics regard the Mass, both in their attitude toward attending every Sunday, and in their attitude toward participating while they’re here….

Today I’ll start talking about the Liturgy of the Eucharist, which is the part of the Mass that begins with the Offertory, or Preparation of the Gifts, and concludes with the Prayer after Communion.

Before I receive the gifts of bread and wine and the collection as the offering from you, the community, the altar is set with linens and vessels.  So I have a little show and tell for you today.  This larger square cloth is called a corporal, from the Latin ‘corpus’, meaning body, and it’s called a corporal because the Body and Blood of Christ are placed on it.

There are smaller, rectangular linens called purificators that look like this.  There’s one for my chalice and one for each cup.  They’re called purificators because they cleanse or purify the cups after each person receives the Blood of Christ, and they’re used to dry the vessels as part of the purification process after communion.

I assume you all know my chalice and the cups are the vessels which hold the blood of Christ.  There are two different types of vessels for the Body of Christ.  We almost exclusively use ciboria, which is plural for ciborium, and they are shaped like small bowls. 

The covered vessel filled with hosts and kept in the tabernacle is also called a ciborium.  There are also flat plates like this that are used in some parishes for the Body of Christ, and they are called patens.

Remember that quote last week from The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy which said the faithful should learn to offer themselves during mass, along with the sacrifice of Christ, to God the Father.  Well the offertory is a good time to be conscious of that because our gifts are being presented as an offering.

And those gifts are powerful symbols of the sacrifice of our lives.  Your monetary offering should be sacrificial in nature – in order to give whatever you give to the Lord in support of the parish, you have to give up something else in your life.  

Furthermore, your money is earned by sacrifice, right?  Either literally, or figuratively, you sacrifice your blood, sweat, and tears at your job to support yourself and your family.

Both the bread and wine are wonderfully symbolic of the sacrifice of our lives.  When we don’t have music, you hear me say that they are the work of human hands.  Lots of folks make lots of sacrifices so we can enjoy bread and wine.

As you sing the offertory hymn and watch the bread and wine being brought forth, you should think of all the work it takes all kinds of human hands in order for wheat growing in the fields to become bread, and grapes growing on the vine to become wine.

And in solidarity with those people, you can add all the sacrifices in your own lives to the bread and wine as a spiritual offering to God, who will accept those gifts and transform them to nourish our souls as the Body and Blood of Christ. 

According to Mike Aquilina, who co-wrote the book on the Mass I’ve been referencing with Cardinal Wuerl, “As the priest offers the gifts, so we offer ourselves and all that we have – our work, prayers, and Christian witness, our family life, our leisure and our play, and even our hardships.” 

I would change that last part to ‘especially our hardships’ since that’s what often constitutes the sacrifices in our lives, and gives us the chance to grow in solidarity with the Lord’s experience of the Cross.

When I offer the gifts from the altar, I say either to myself or out loud, depending on whether or not there’s an offertory hymn, “Blessed are you, Lord God of all creation, for through your goodness we have received the bread we offer you, fruit of the earth and work of human hands, it will become for us the bread of life.”

I make a similar invocation as I present the wine.  If you hear me make the invocations, you respond, “Blessed be God for ever.”  So we are once again praising God … this time for the gifts he’s given us and enables us to give back to him, and we acknowledge they will become the Body and Blood of his Son.

I need to back up for just one second.  Before I present the wine, I add a little water to it.  This commingling has its roots in Mediterranean custom during the time of Christ.  Most people stored wine in concentrated form, and diluted it at mealtime. So Jesus added water to the wine at the Last Supper simply because it was the practice of his day.  Since then, there has been an evolution of the meaning of the mixture.  

In the 2nd century, St. Irenaeus discerned a symbol of the union of the divine and human natures in Christ, so closely intertwined that they’re inseparable.  Once water and wine are mixed, they’re both indistinguishable and inextricable from each other.

A few decades later, St. Cyprian saw in the mixture the communion between Christ and the Church.  And through the centuries, many saints have seen the water and wine as a vivid image of the blood and water that flowed from the side of Christ on the cross.

Now, when I mix the water into the wine, I say something quietly to myself, which most closely echoes St. Irenaeus’ interpretation of what’s happening, and it’s this, “By the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of Christ, who humbled himself to share our humanity.”

So on behalf of all of us, I’m indirectly thanking and praising God for the Incarnation, and also asking him for the grace we need to get to heaven.  Then after I present the wine mixed with water, I bow before the altar and ask God to help us celebrate the Mass to his approval, and shortly thereafter, I’ll ask you to make the same request to God.  

This is what I say to God quietly:  “With humble spirit and contrite heart may we be accepted by you, O Lord, and may our sacrifice in your sight this day be pleasing to you, Lord God.”  Now before I invite you to pray, I wash my hands.  This is another gesture that began as a practicality, and evolved in meaning.

In the early days of the Church, the offering from the community was more than just bread, wine, and money.  All kinds of things were brought forward to the altar to be distributed to the poor later in the day.  After receiving all these things, the priest needed to wash his hands because they got dirty.

They eventually cut back on the volume of gifts so that people could focus just on the bread and wine, which are the most important elements since they would become the Body and Blood of the Lord.  But the hand washing, or lavabo, remained even though the priest’s hands weren’t getting dirty anymore.

It took on a more spiritual cleansing motif, as the words I say to myself indicate, “Wash me, O Lord, from my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.”  So here’s yet another acknowledgment of sin, and a request for God’s mercy.

Then I invite you to echo what I said earlier to myself with these words, “Pray, brothers and sisters, that my sacrifice and yours may be acceptable to God, the almighty Father.”  And you say, “May the Lord accept the sacrifice at your hands for the praise and glory of his name, for our good, and the good of all his holy Church.”

That’s almost identical to what you say now, but now it’s just ‘all his Church’ and the new translation is ‘all his holy Church’.  You’ll hear many such additions and repetitions when we start using the new translation … words to remind us of the sacredness of what we’re doing, and how reverently we should be doing it.

There will be more deferential language used when we address God too, to remind us how humble we should be before him, how dependent we should be on him for everything, and how submissive we should be to his will for our lives.

The offertory concludes with my prayer over the gifts, and your ‘Amen’.  The prayer generally asks God to either forgive our sins through the sacrifice we’re about to offer, or make us better people worthy of the salvation Christ won for us, or both.

The next part of the Liturgy of the Eucharist is called the Eucharistic Prayer.  I already preached a homily on this part of the Mass over the summer on the Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ, and talked about the major changes in words of institution I pray over the bread and wine.

I’m not going to go through it all again, but that homily will also be posted on the website so you can refresh your memories, or have a look at that part of the Mass for the first time, if you weren’t here that weekend.  

I’ll finish today by looking at the changes to the Eucharistic Prayer that I didn’t talk about over the summer.  It begins with the preface dialogue.  Right now the dialogue goes like this.  

I say, “The Lord be with you.”  You respond, “And also with you.”  Next, “Lift up your hearts.”  “We lift them up to the Lord.”  “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.”  “It is right to give him thanks and praise.”

My lines aren’t changing, but your first and last responses are.  Those will become “And with your spirit” and “It is right and just” respectively.  I already talked about ‘And with your spirit’ in my first homily.

‘It is right and just’ emphasizes the point that it’s not only a good thing to give God thanks and praise, but it’s also a matter of justice.  God deserves our thanks and praise because he has given us everything – life on this planet, and the possibility of eternal life in heaven.  We owe him our thanks and praise … it is our obligation to thank and praise him.

The ‘Holy, Holy’ or ‘Sanctus’ isn’t changing much, but the small change is significant.  You’ve noticed we’ve begun to sing ‘Holy, holy, holy Lord God of hosts’ instead of ‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of power and might’.  

The change more clearly echoes the biblical language of the angels in Isaiah’s vision of heaven, which he describes in chapter six.  “The seraphim were stationed above; each of them had six wings:  with two they veiled their faces, with two they veiled their feet, and with two they hovered aloft.  ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts!’ they cried one to the other.  ‘All the earth is filled with his glory!’”

The other lines are also scriptural.  As Jesus entered Jerusalem before his passion, the crowds hailed him with palm branches, shouting “Hosanna to the Son of David; blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord; hosanna in the highest.”  Like the Gloria, the Sanctus is a hymn of praise sung to worship God.

Halfway through the Eucharistic Prayer we make the Memorial Acclamation, a brief statement of how the mass remembers and makes real Christ’s Paschal Mystery.  I introduce the acclamation by saying or singing “The mystery of faith” which is a literal translation of the Latin, Mysterium Fidei.  I will no longer be saying, “Let us proclaim the mystery of faith.”

There will only be three options for the acclamation.  “Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again” is going away, which is why we haven’t been using it.  The other three are similar to those currently in use with modest changes.

“We proclaim your death, O Lord, and profess your resurrection until you come again.”  “When we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim your death, O Lord, until you come again.”  “Save us, Savior of the world, for by your Cross and Resurrection you have set us free.”

Cardinal Wuerl describes well what we say in these acclamations.  “We affirm the historical truth:  cross, death, and rising.  We affirm the present reality:  the bread of life and the cup of salvation.  We acknowledge its saving power.  And we look to its future fulfillment, begun now in the Eucharist, when Christ comes in glory.”

The Eucharistic Prayer concludes with its final doxology.  Doxology comes from the Greek word, doxa, which means praise.  Once again we worship God with, through, and in Christ, simply by telling him how great we think he is.

The new translation is quite similar to the old, “Through him, and with him, and in him, O God, almighty Father, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all glory and honor is yours for ever and ever.”  

You assent to these words, and the whole Eucharistic Prayer really, by singing ‘Amen’.  Frankly, you need to do a better job of doing so … you can’t just let the choir do it for you.  It needs to be offered with vim and vigor, with enthusiasm, and with heartfelt emotion.

‘Amen’ means ‘truly’; it means ‘yes’; it means ‘I believe’.  In Jesus’ culture it was pronounced as the affirmation of an oath.  Those who said it put their lives on the line.  They committed themselves to a serious undertaking.  They pledged their full and unreserved faith.  Your ‘Amen’ should have the same depth of meaning, and it should sound like it does.

I’ll continue the Liturgy of the Eucharist next week with the Communion Rite, which begins with the Our Father, and I should be able to at least finish the Liturgy of the Eucharist, if not the last part of the Mass too, which is called the Concluding Rites.
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