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30th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
Divine Liturgy
Every year that I was studying at the seminary, we went once during Lent to a Byzantine Catholic Church for Mass.  These Catholics believe all that we believe, and they follow the pope, but their worship is put together differently than ours.  Instead of Latin, Greek is their official language.  Instead of musical instruments, they use only their voices in songs at Church.  Instead of receiving the species of the host and the wine separately at communion, they receive a cube of consecrated bread soaked in consecrated wine.  And instead of calling their weekly worship “the Mass” or “Eucharist,” they call it “the Divine Liturgy.”

This makes a very important point which we Roman Catholics in the modern world can overlook.  Our worship together at Mass each Sunday, and every day in fact, is divine in origin.  God has given us the pattern and oftentimes the words that we use to worship him.  God himself presented Moses with a specific pattern for building the ark of the covenant and the Tent of the Lord’s presence where Israel would worship (Exodus 25-30).  God gave Ezekiel specific measurements to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem where the Jews who returned from exile would worship (Ezekiel 40-48).  At the Last Supper Jesus gave the apostles specific words and actions to repeat in memory of him so that all nations could worship.  The parts of the Mass preserve the patterns of divine worship that God has given to the human race so that all may worship him.

Our new Mass translation will bring this out more clearly.  I mentioned last week how the words of Mass in English will match more closely with the words in the Bible.  This also means that the link between our worship on earth, our “divine liturgy,” and the worship given to God by the angels in heaven, the “heavenly liturgy,” will match up more closely.

One pattern that we follow, for example, is repeating words or phrases three times.  In the new translation of the Confiteor, which is the prayer that begins “I Confess to Almighty God, and to you my brothers and sisters,” we will bring back the pattern of three from the Latin and from the Bible.  In confessing our sins to prepare us for worship, we will say “through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”  Each time we say the word “fault,” we will strike ourselves lightly on the breast, which is a sign people use in Scripture to admit they have sinned (Luke 18:13 & 23:48).  Another option for admitting our sins at Mass uses the pattern of three: “Lord, have mercy.  Christ, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy.”  We know that many times in Scripture people asked God and asked Jesus directly for mercy.  We do the same to get rid of any roadblocks to our friendship with Jesus.
The Gloria hymn, which begins “Glory to God in the highest,” has two patterns of three.  The first repeats the saving action of Jesus that brought us his mercy: “you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us; you take away the sins of the world, receive our prayer; you are seated at the right hand of the Father, have mercy on us.”  This newly translated section mimics the “Lord, have mercy” prayers that we just prayed, showing us that we have a reason to rejoice.  Christ has forgiven our sins!  We have hope of something better in this life and of a better life to come.  That should lead us to sing out to God’s glory.  This is why the Gloria follows the confession of sins at Mass.  Then right after this section of the Gloria, we honor Jesus with three titles: “For you alone are the Holy One, you alone are the Lord, you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ.”  
There is that pattern of three again.  Of course, we use threes so often at Mass to remind us of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the true nature of God.  We also follow the pattern of three for another reason.  In the language of the Old Testament, the way to say “most high,” “highest,” “best,” “most holy,” “holiest”—what we call the superlative degree of an adjective—was to repeat the word three times.  The most obvious example to us is later in the Mass when we sing “holy, holy, holy.”  What we are saying here is that God is the holiest being there is.  
In the same way, at the beginning of Mass, when we admit our faults three times, we are saying that we have really messed up and that we need Christ.  When we ask for mercy three times, we are saying that we really need mercy and that Jesus is the most merciful person we will ever meet.  And when we honor Jesus alone at the end of the Gloria as the Holy One, Lord, and Most High, we are saying that the Father has given him authority to do all things in heaven and earth.  We can entrust ourselves into Jesus’ loving hands because he is all-powerful and all-merciful.  Whenever we repeat this pattern of three, we are saying volumes about ourselves, about Jesus, and about our relationship with him.

The other major pattern we follow in worship is repeating the actual words of the angels who worship God in heaven.  The “holy, holy, holy,” was the song Isaiah heard the Seraphim, the highest of the angels, singing to God in the Temple (6:3).  It was the song St. John heard them singing in heaven in the Book of Revelation (4:8).  The new translation of the “Gloria” begins with the praises the angels sang after announcing Jesus’ birth to the shepherds: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to people of good will” (Luke 2:14).  
We truly are stepping into a divine liturgy when we begin worshiping at Mass.  We are stepping into another world, into heaven.  May we give God praise, blessing, adoration, glory, and thanks today for his great mercy and ask Him how we can glorify Him with our lives.
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