Homily Christ the King Year A The Mass Part VI

The quote for this last homily on the Mass comes once more from the Church’s document on the sacred liturgy, written during Vatican II.  

“In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that heavenly liturgy, which is celebrated in the Holy City of Jerusalem, toward which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God, Minister of the holies, and of the true tabernacle.

With all the warriors of the heavenly army we sing a hymn of glory to the Lord.  Venerating the memory of the saints, we hope for some part and fellowship with them.  We eagerly await the Savior, Our Lord Jesus Christ, until he our life shall appear, and we, too, will appear with him in glory.”

I didn’t mention this four weeks ago, but the procession at the beginning of Mass symbolizes our earthly pilgrimage through this world to our eternal destination with God in heaven.  We’re reminded that we do not undertake the journey alone, but as the family of God’s chosen people, the Church.

Likewise the recessional at the end of mass reminds us that the journey is not over.  Though we are not of the world, we live in the world, and how we live in the world matters.  The gospel tells us what we do or don’t do out there will have an effect on our eternal destiny.

The eucharist gives us the grace we need to live IN the world, but to live FOR heaven.  We try to live in a way that is worthy of Jesus’ presence and that manifests our communion with him.  

Week before last I said we should be offering ourselves as part of our worship.  Well, we should live in such a way that we make of ourselves a worthy offering.  More about that toward the end of the homily

The recessional and its closing hymn are the last elements of the Concluding Rites.  If there are any announcements, they comprise the first element.  After any announcements I say, “The Lord be with you.”  And next week, you will respond….  Very good!  By the way, these laminated cards will be in all the pews to help you with the new translation.

Then I offer the final blessing by saying, “May almighty God bless you, the Father and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” and making the sign of the cross as I do so.  As Catholics, we’re so used to making the sign of the cross that we do it automatically without thinking too much about it.  

Well, I’d like to give you a little something to think about.  The sign of the cross is both a gesture and a vocal prayer.  Made properly, it begins on the forehead, which is the seat of understanding, moves to the breast, the place of the heart and emotions, and finishes from left to right shoulder, the roots of our arms and hands, with which we work and act.

Thus it can be seen as the dedication of our entire selves to Christ.  Pope Benedict said it’s also a kind of synthesis of our faith.  We name our God as a Trinity of Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and at the same time, express God’s oneness because we bless ourselves “In the name of…” not “In the names of….”

The gesture traces the way God loved the human race, descending from heaven to heart and taking flesh, and then ascending to heaven, taking our glorified human nature with him.  Thus we conclude at the right shoulder, just as Jesus concluded his mission at the right hand of the Father in heaven.

The cross also acknowledges the means of our redemption and Christ’s ultimate act of love – his death on Calvary, which is the sacrifice that is made present for us during Mass.  We should also be reminded of our call to do likewise … to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow in the footsteps of the Lord.

After the final blessing comes the dismissal.  I normally say, “Go in peace to love and serve the Lord,” but there are two other formulas:  “The Mass is ended, go in peace,” or simply, “Go in the peace of Christ.”  These three options are being replaced by four new ones, and I’ll state them in a minute.

First I want to talk about my own exit from the sanctuary.  I make a series of reverences right?  The same ones I make on the way in, but in reverse order.  After singing a line or two of the closing hymn I go to the altar and kiss it.  

As I make my way around to the front of the altar, I face the tabernacle and genuflect, then I come to face the altar, sing another line or two, and bow deeply to it, before turning to leave the church.

You should all know why I reverence the tabernacle with a genuflection.  God’s presence is there more profoundly than anyplace else in the world.  The altar is also a powerful symbol for Christ, since his sacrifice on the Cross is made real on, and offered again to the Father from, the altar.  So I am really reverencing Christ when I reverence the altar.

Since the tabernacle and altar are in separate spaces here at Sacred Heart, I reverence them separately.  At St. Philip Neri, the tabernacle is directly behind the altar, so I genuflect only on my way in and out of the church, reverencing both altar and tabernacle at the same time.

Historically speaking, the solemn bow is no less reverent a sign than genuflection, and in fact the bow came first.  Genuflection only entered the liturgy from royal or imperial court ceremonies. 

Interestingly, the bow was once thought to be even more reverent.  In the Missal for the Roman papal mass of 700 AD, it says the pope bows to the reserved eucharist upon entering the sanctuary, and the only genuflections that occur are made by people to the pope. 

Nowadays, there’s a sense that genuflection is the most reverent of gestures, and if you’re able to kneel, you should genuflect when you come into church before taking your seat in the pew, with your attention focused on the tabernacle as you do so.  If you can’t genuflect, a solemn bow is perfectly acceptable.

Ok, so the four new forms for dismissal are, “Go forth, the Mass is ended,”  “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord,” “Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life,” or simply, “Go in peace.”  You should be able to figure out which two of the four I’ll be using ninety nine percent of the time.

I’ll tell you now the third is my favorite.  And since this is the very last Sunday of the liturgical year, and we begin a new year and a new season next week with the first Sunday of Advent, it’s a good time to reflect on how well we’ve been glorifying the Lord by our lives, and how we might do a better job going forward. 

The gospel today gives us a foolproof formula for glorifying the Lord.  However, this picture of the final judgment is found only in Matthew’s gospel, and it’s never appropriate to isolate a passage of scripture and try to interpret and understand it on its own, without regard for the rest of the scriptures.

So don’t make the same mistake, I’ve heard some people make.  ‘Gee, Jesus says all I have to do is minister to the least of his people in need, and I get to go to heaven.  So if I don’t feel like praying to him everyday, or going to church every Sunday, or keeping his commandments, no big deal, right?’

Wrong!  Because while these things aren’t mentioned in today’s gospel, they are preached as essential throughout the rest of the New Testament.  Jesus himself modeled the importance of prayer, by regularly going off alone to commune with his Father.

He gave us the Our Father.  He said, “Ask and you shall receive, seek and you shall find, knock and the door will be opened to you.”  He told us to persist and persevere in prayer.

He instituted this form of worship at the Last Supper and commanded that it be carried on in his memory.  In John’s gospel he says unless we eat his flesh and drink his blood we do not have life within us, and whoever eats his flesh and drinks his blood has eternal life.

Four weeks ago we heard him say the greatest commandment is to love God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  We can do that no more profoundly or perfectly than right here, and we also express our love for God when we take time out from each day to spend with him in prayer.

Our presence here is also the primary way we fulfill the third commandment to keep holy the Sabbath day, and as far as the rest of the commandments go, Jesus said this, “You are my friends if you do what I command you.  If you keep my commandments you will remain in my love.  Whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.”

Ok now that I have those essential means of glorifying God on the table, I’ll return to today’s gospel.  It is likewise essential that we give glory to God by caring for his people.  But don’t limit yourself to a literal reading of the qualifying categories for his least ones.

There are the lonely and the grieving who hunger and thirst for comfort and companionship.  I don’t know where the closest jail is, but there are folks imprisoned in their hospital beds, nursing homes, or even their own homes, who’d love a visit, even though they’re being cared for by doctors, nurses, and aids. 

I’m not suggesting any of these places are like prisons, but that there has been a debilitating and depressing loss of freedom for these people.  Others are impri-soned by addictions – to food, drugs, alcohol, gambling, the internet and i-phone, pornography, shopping, hoarding, whatever.  

They could use our love and support in their struggles, but they do not need to be judged.  Some have made themselves strangers in their own families, and regret having done so, but won’t make that move to return, for fear of rejection.  A warm invitation back into the fold, could change their lives for the better.

Then there are those who don’t fit neatly into any category at all.  Like little old Louie:  who walks all the roads in multiple counties, often with cart in tow … or with head pointed down, fixed on the ground, hands folded neatly behind him.

Sometimes he’ll ask for a ride up a hill, or accept an offer made, on a cold, or rainy day.  And he’ll never turn down a breakfast or lunch … I don’t think he’s much into cooking.

Where will we stand when the King comes again?  Will it be with the sheep or the goats?  Well that all depends on whom we treat as our friends.  Have we been kind to the least of God’s people, or are they the least of our worries?
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