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October 15 & 16, 2011

+ JMJ +


29th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
Same New Words

Change is coming.  You may have heard much about it or only a little, but some of the words we pray at Mass will change.  Nothing new is being introduced to Mass; instead, we are clarifying our English translation to better transmit the timeless Latin words of the Mass that have been passed down to us for centuries.  The new translation will also ensure that our prayers echo the words prayed at Mass in other languages, so that around the world one continuous sacrifice of praise is truly being offered to the Father.

What a great opportunity it is to remind ourselves of just how amazing our worship is—of what we are truly saying and doing at church each week and how these actions can renew and transform us if we will let them.  I will take this opportunity to open up the meaning of Mass in my homilies and in the bulletin articles.  Since homilies are so often “an exposition of some aspect of the readings from Sacred Scripture,” we forget that mother Church encourages priests to preach also on  “another text from…the Mass of the day,” which means the prayers and actions that we take at Mass (General Instruction of the Roman Missal §65).  
In my mind, the greatest benefit of this new translation will be to bring out the Scriptural character of our worship.  Everything we do at Mass derives from Sacred Scripture; in fact, no other Christian service is more Scriptural than the Mass.  Even non-Catholics admit this.  Several years ago, Pastor Alex Jones, a Baptist minister, promised his congregation a thoroughly Bible-based worship service.  He read his Bible and studied what the ancient Christians did, and he discovered that the Catholic Mass flowed directly from the Word of God.  
We will notice this most at the very start of Mass.  As Mass begins, the priest is led into the sanctuary as Jesus was led into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  The crucifix leads the way, reminding us that we must all follow Christ.  The lighted candles remind us that Christ is the light of the world.  When the priest and servers bow to the altar, they remind us that the altar is a symbol of Christ.  The priest even kisses the altar because it has been specially consecrated with prayers by the bishop to accept the sacrifice of Jesus.  We begin praying in the name of the One True God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, crossing ourselves to show that we have been claimed for Christ.
Next comes the greeting between the priest and the people, and these new words will really catch our attention.  The priest, who stands in the place of Christ during the Mass, shares the Spirit of Christ with us when he says “The Lord be with you.”  The response will no longer be “and also with you,” but will echo greetings from the Bible: “and with your spirit.”  

St. Paul used these greetings in his letters.  To the Galatians, the Corinthians, the Romans, and to most others he said: “grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:3, 1 Cor 1:3, Rom 1:7).  This is one of the extended greetings the priest may use.  To close his letters to the Galatians and to the Philippians, St. Paul wrote: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit” (Gal 6:18, Phil 4:23).  This is the basis for our new response.  
Not only will our words now echo the Word of God, but we will learn an important lesson.  These words remind us that the Spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, is active in the Mass.  The priest’s actions and words only accomplish something because the Holy Spirit is working through him.  When we priests are ordained, we are set aside as vessels for Christ, as conduits through which Christ works and is present in a special way.  In some ways this makes our work very easy, because Christ is the one working.  In other ways this makes our work very difficult, because we have to get out of the way and let Christ work.
That is why the priest needs your help.  Several times in the Mass he asks God to strengthen you, and he hopes you will ask the same for him by responding: “and with your spirit.”  Before every major action, the priest will turn to you and ask for your support: at the start of Mass, before proclaiming the Gospel, before offering the bread and wine in sacrifice, before sharing the peace of Christ, and before giving Christ’s blessing at the end of Mass.  Five times the priest, as leader of our prayers, will turn and ask for this support.  

This dialogue means, of course, that everyone’s prayers are important in the Mass.  Even when we are not praying out loud at Mass, we must be praying in our hearts for the fruits of Christ’s sacrifice to be effective in our world.  We pray first for ourselves.  We think about the words at Mass, how they reveal God’s loving plan, and what we can do to live them out.  We pray second for all the needs in the world, especially the prayers that other people have asked us to offer for them.  We voice general prayers during the petitions of Mass, but it is up to each of us to have specific prayers to bring to Christ at each Mass.  In this way, we are like prayer warriors, lead by the priest, and marching behind Christ in spiritual combat, bringing his Gospel of peace to the world.  
May the spirit of Christ strengthen you, and may you share this strength with me, so that together we can offer praise to the Father in his name.

Rev. Eric Culler 
