Liturgy Notes

When we were children in the days before Vatican II, we were taught that the “three principal parts” of the Mass were the Offertory, the Consecration, and the Communion.   Nothing much was said of the place of the Scriptures in the Mass.  I (you too?) was told that, if I arrived for Mass a moment after the Offertory began or left Mass a moment before the priest’s communion, I had “missed Mass.”  

Vatican II’s reform of the liturgy corrects certain misunderstandings regarding the nature and purpose of Eucharist and restores a unity and balance to the Eucharistic celebration that the Church had lost over the years.  For instance, the Church now speaks of two major components of a single celebration: the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist.  Thankfully, we don’t talk so much any more about what parts of the Mass we can miss without having to “start over.”

The Liturgy of the Eucharist is composed of the Presentation of the Gifts (what we used to call the “Offertory,” a misnomer since the actual “offering” takes place later in the celebration), the Eucharistic Prayer, and the Communion Rite.  In the Liturgy of the Eucharist, our gifts of bread and wine, symbols of ourselves, are transformed by the power of the Spirit into the Body and Blood of Jesus.  With and in Jesus we then offer Jesus to the Father, incorporating ourselves into his gift of himself to the Father.  Jesus in turn gives himself to us as food and drink for our continued transformation into the Body of Christ and for our communion through him with the Father and with one another.  In short, the Eucharistic Prayer and Communion rite are a dynamic of our transformation into the Body of Christ, of our personal and communal self-gift to the Father now one with the Jesus’ self-gift, and of our communion with the Father and with one another.

The language of our liturgical prayer strikes some of us as overly formal and round about, but this dynamic of transformation and self-offering for the sake of communion with God and with each other may be clearer if we consider carefully the words of the Eucharistic Prayers.  For instance, in Eucharistic Prayer II, the priest asks the Spirit to transform the bread and wine (“Let your Spirit come upon these gifts …so that they may become the Body and Blood of our Lord, Jesus Christ”).  Then, as we recall the words and actions of Jesus at the Last Supper (“On the night before he died…”), the Spirit transforms the bread and wine and Jesus becomes truly present among us.  The priest and the members of the Assembly then offer Jesus to the Father (“we offer you, Father, this life-giving bread, this saving cup”).  We ask that the same Holy Spirit transform us as well, and that we, like our gifts, may become the one Body of Christ through our eating and drinking the Body and Blood of Jesus (“May all of us who share in the body and blood of Christ be brought together in unity by the Holy Spirit”).  Finally, we complete this dynamic of our transformation and self-offering for the sake of communion as we receive the Body and Blood of the Lord.  

St. Augustine wrote:  “If you, the community of believers, are the Body of Christ, it is you who are placed on the Lord’s table: it is you whom you receive.  It is to what you are in Christ that you respond Amen.  You hear, ‘Body of Christ.’  You respond, ‘Amen.’  Be a the Body of Christ so that your Amen may be true.”

This dynamic of transformation and self-offering with Jesus for communion with God and with one another is most evident when we consider the Liturgy of the Eucharist as a single, unbroken unit where no component is singled out as more important than any other component.  This dynamic is not complete until the entire Liturgy of the Eucharist and the Communion rite are complete.  In other words, transforming gifts of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ is not enough unless we offer the Body and Blood of Christ to the Father.  Offering the Body and Blood of Christ to the Father is not enough unless we at the same time offer ourselves to the Father with him.  And transforming bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ is not enough unless the Spirit also transforms us into the Body of Christ. 

You may notice that the altar servers have begun to perform their service a bit differently.  You may also notice that at the 11:30 AM Sunday Liturgy the servers no longer ring bells or incense the Sacrament when the transformed bread and wine are shown to the Assembly at the “consecration.”  In general, we are trying to simplify the servers’ movements so that our attention might remain better focused.  By the specific change of eliminating the bells and incensing at the consecration, we intend to more clearly communicate that the Eucharistic Prayer is an unbroken unity of interconnected components, none of which stands alone, none of which is sufficient by itself, none of which is more important than the others.

Ringing bells at the consecration seems to have originated in the Middle Ages when few people physically received Communion.  It was commonly thought that looking at and adoring the consecrated host was a sufficient Communion for the people in the pews (one prominent historian of the liturgical rites of the Mass has called this past practice “ocular Communion”).  The ringing of bells served to alert an otherwise unaware Assembly that the consecration was happening.  This is no longer our situation.  The priest now faces the people and prays the Eucharistic Prayer aloud and in English.  More to the point, the Church has returned to an earlier understanding of Eucharist, i.e., that we are called by Jesus to eat and drink his Body and Blood, not simply to look at them and adore them.  

If by ringing bells and incensing the Sacrament we seemed at one time to be saying that this particular moment in our Eucharistic celebration deserves special attention, by eliminating the bells and the incensing we mean to say clearly that the Eucharistic celebration is a unity, that its purpose is not fully accomplished and its fruit not fully realized until the Eucharistic celebration is completed.  If by ringing bells and incensing the Sacrament we seemed to be saying at one time that adoration is the best response to Eucharist, by eliminating the bells and the incensing we mean to say clearly that giving ourselves generously to God and to one another in love and service, a giving expressed most clearly in eating and drinking the Body and Blood of Christ, is a better response.      

I am aware that some will miss the bells and the incense at the consecration; others will be happy to leave them behind as unhelpful.  However, if these changes bring us to realize more clearly what we do when we celebrate Eucharist together, the changes will have served their purpose of building up the Body of Christ at Old St. Joseph’s.
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