Homily 33rd Sunday of OT Year A The Mass Part V

Here’s what St. Augustine said about the Mass:  “If it’s you that are the body of Christ and its members, it’s the mystery meaning you that has been placed on the Lord’s table.  

What you receive is what you yourselves are, thanks to the grace by which you’ve been redeemed. What you hear, what you see, is the Body of Christ, and you answer ‘Amen’.  Be what you can see, receive what you are … be the Body of Christ in order to make your Amen true.”

Today I’ll talk about the Communion Rite, which begins with the Our Father and ends with the prayer after communion, which is also the conclusion of the Liturgy of the Eucharist.  After that, the Mass itself ends with the Concluding Rites.

Remember what I said last week about how new words, repeated phrases and deferential language will remind us of the sacredness of what we’re doing, the reverence with which we should be doing it, and of our humility, obedience, and dependence on God.  Here’s the first example of that for today.

The ways to introduce the Lord’s prayer during Mass have been reduced to one new one, and it’s this, “At the Savior’s command and formed by divine teaching, we dare to say.”  I’ll say it again, “At the Savior’s command and formed by divine teaching, we dare to say.”

I could preach an entire homily on the Our Father, and I have before in other parishes, but today, I just want to point out a few things.  The prayer expresses or achieves the very things we come to Mass for in the first place.  It praises God:  Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name.  

It asks God for things – help us to follow your will and live as children of your kingdom on earth like the angels and saints do it in heaven.  Give us the daily bread we need to do that.  It asks God for mercy – forgive our trespasses, don’t let us be tempted, and protect us from evil.

It expresses our communion, our unity as one family – we call God ‘our Father’ and we pray this prayer out loud, together, with one voice.  Before you say, “For the kingdom, the power and the glory our yours, now and forever,” which is another doxology that praises God, I say what’s called the embolism.

Listen to how it’s changing and how those reminders I mentioned are manifested.  “Deliver us Lord, we pray, from every evil, graciously grant us peace in our days, that, by the help of your mercy, we may be always free from sin and safe from all distress, as we await the blessed hope and the coming of our Savior, Jesus Christ.

After the Our Father comes the Rite of Peace.  First I ask the Lord Jesus Christ that he grant us and the whole Church the gift of his peace.  Then you and I share the sign of peace when I say, “The peace of the Lord be with you always,” and in two weeks you’ll say, “And with your spirit.”

Then I invite you to share the sign of peace with each other.  Remember you and I have already shared a sign of peace, therefore it’s redundant for me to come among you and shake hands.  Such redundancy is appropriate for funeral masses, how-ever, since the family could use the extra reassurance of God’s peace from me.

The sign of peace should have weight and meaning at every mass.  Peace is the fruit of our communion as the Body of Christ.  We should be willing to let go of any discord and disharmony among us.  

So it’s especially important to share peace with family members you argued with earlier that morning, or folks who’ve annoyed you during mass, etc.  You should also lift up in prayer people with whom you’re at odds who aren’t here, and ask God for the grace to be reconciled with them too.

Thankfully, the text of the Lamb of God is not changing at all.  It identifies Jesus as our Passover meal, the sacrificial lamb who has saved us from the angel of death by taking away our sins.  It also asks him for mercy three times, and once more for the gift of peace.

A few things happen while the Lamb of God is being sung.  I break the large host into pieces to symbolize the reality that we are partaking of one bread, one loaf, one body:  Jesus Christ.  Back in the day, communities were small enough so that one loaf of bread could be broken into enough pieces for all.

That’s no longer practical, but it’s important to remember we’re all receiving one and the same Body of Christ, broken for us all on the Cross, even though there are many individual hosts that are offered as communion.

After I break the large host into pieces, I break off an even smaller piece from the piece I will receive, and I drop it into the chalice.  When I do that, I say this to myself, “May this mingling of the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ bring eternal life to us who receive it.”

The meaning of that request is clear.  The commingling is supposed to be a symbol of the resurrection:  body and blood reunited in glory, after having been separated during passion and death on the cross.

Before I genuflect in reverence and honor to the Body and Blood of Christ on the altar, I pray one of two prayers quietly.  This is the longer version:

“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, who, by the will of the Father and the work of the Holy Spirit, through your death gave life to the world, free me by this, your most holy Body and Blood, from all my sins and from every evil; keep me always faithful to your commandments, and never let me be parted from you.”

After I genuflect, I raise the Body and Blood of Christ above the altar for you to see, and I will say, “Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins of the world.  Blessed are those called to the supper of the Lamb.”

Some obvious changes here, and they make the text more consistent with the passages of scripture upon which they’re based.  In John chapter one, John the Baptist twice exclaims at the approach of Jesus, “Behold, the Lamb of God!”  

And in chapter 19 of the Book of Revelation, Jesus comes to unite himself to his people at the great heavenly feast.  He is depicted as a bridegroom joining himself to his bride, the Church, and an angel announces this loving union by saying, “Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”

Your response to what I say at that moment is also changing … but it’s a change back to what was said before Vatican II, and brings it more in line with its scriptural roots.  You’ll say, “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.”

In chapter 8 of Matthew’s gospel, and chapter 7 of Luke’s, there’s a story about a Roman soldier who asks Jesus to heal his servant who’s back at his home.  Jesus agrees to go, but the centurion says to him, “Lord, I am not worthy to have you enter under my roof; only say the word and my servant will be healed.”

Before I receive the Body and Blood of Christ myself, I say quietly, “May the Body of Christ keep me safe for eternal life” and “May the Blood of Christ keep me safe for eternal life.” Another way of asking for God’s merciful help.

After I and the extraordinary ministers finish giving communion to all of you, I return to the altar to purify the vessels.  I carefully consume particles of the Lord’s body, and drops of his blood by rinsing the vessels and drinking their contents.

As I do so I offer this prayer, “What has passed our lips as food, O Lord, may we possess in purity of heart, that what has been given to us in time may be our healing for eternity.”  A fancy way to again ask God for mercy, that our reception of communion fills us with grace and cleanses us of sin.

I want to close today by reminding you of a little Mass etiquette, about which I’ve already written.  You can find that document on our website under the Pastor’s Page link.  The document I wrote on who can receive communion is also there.

Everyone should sing the communion hymn before and after they receive until everyone has received.  After all have received, you may pray privately to the Lord, even if the choir continues singing.  When you return to your pew after you receive, you may kneel or you may be seated.

If you receive by hand and you are physically able, you place one hand under the other and perpendicular to it, to form a throne to receive the Lord.  You do not put your hands side by side because I won’t know which hand upon which you’d like me to place the Lord.  Neither do you reach up or out to take the Lord from me.

If you receive on the tongue, open your mouth and stick your tongue out so the Lord can easily be placed upon it.  It’s difficult to offer communion as if I’m trying to put a quarter into a Coke machine.

Also, please keep your tongue out long enough for the minister’s hand to clear your face.  I’ve been licked more than a few times before, and prefer not to be licked again.  That’s mostly because I have to use the same hand to offer the Body of Christ to the next person in line.

For all you Eucharistic ministers out there.  When you offer communion you say either, “The Body of Christ” or “The Blood of Christ.”  You do NOT add the name of the person in front of you, either before or after.  The only person who should be named or thought of at this moment is Jesus Christ.

When you receive, your response is an audible, “Amen.”  It is not “Thank you” or “Thank you, Father,” or “Amen, Father,” and it is not silence.  The phrases, “The Body of Christ” and “The Blood of Christ” are declarations of our Catholic faith, of what we believe about the eucharist.

When we hear those declarations we must assent to them in confidence, love, and joy, with our ‘Amen’, which means, ‘Yes, I believe that, and I commit my life to being the Body of Christ for the world, in order to make my Amen true’. 

Next week I’ll conclude my series of homilies on the Mass with the Concluding Rites, and that will be most apropos since next week in the last Sunday in Ordinary Time, the Solemnity of Christ the King, which concludes the entire liturgical year.
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