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19th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
“A Few Reminders about Mass”
Again this week, St. Paul gives us some general advice about living the Christian life.  In this Letter to the Ephesians, he is not addressing any particular problem in the community or even a particular community.  He is writing to all the churches near Ephesus, to remind them about proper Christian behavior, in case anybody has forgotten.   
We all need reminders about proper behavior from time to time because we can forget, especially in the summer, when life is more relaxed.  Today I want to remind us all about worshipping the Lord properly at Mass by mentioning just a few points that we can forget.
First, what we wear matters.  In seminary, I was required to wear dress pants, dress shoes, and a collared shirt to daily Mass, and a suit every Sunday.  Offices, restaurants, and retail stores have a dress code to foster professional behavior in their employees.  We begin to foster reverent behavior at Mass  by what we wear.  Our clothing in church should show ourselves and others that we take the Mass seriously and that we love and respect God.  
After all, think about what is happening: we are meeting Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Universe!  How would we dress to meet the Pope, the President of the United States, or the governor?  How would we dress for a job interview?  On those occasions, formal wear is not always necessary, but casual wear is out of the question.  
What did Jesus have to say on the subject?  He told the parable about a king inviting everyone to his son’s wedding feast, an obvious reference to the Eucharist.  But when a man shows up without a wedding garment on, the king throws him out (Matthew 22:11-13).  The man did not show respect to his host by what he wore.  Our clothing at Mass should show love and respect for God, for ourselves, and for others.  

Second, silence is golden.  Many people arrive early at church to pray before Mass and to enjoy a time of peace.  To respect them, we must maintain silence inside the church.  This building is a special place for conversations with God in prayer.  The narthex and our friendship circle outside are the proper places for meeting and greeting each other.  Inside the main church, we want to spend time speaking with God in prayer and allowing others to do so.  When it comes time for Mass, then all of us are to sing and speak with full voice by responding at the proper times.  

Third, posture is important.  The traditional posture in our Roman Catholic Mass is the way the priest and servers stand, with hands folded in front of the chest.  The goal of our posture is to show love and respect to God and to others through simple reverence.  For that reason, you will notice a number of simple gestures I make during the Mass.  The priest bows his head when the name of Jesus, Mary, or the saint of the day is mentioned in the prayers.  The priest bows at the waist during the words of the Incarnation in the Creed.  Those simple gestures are meant for everyone to make, as ways of keeping us involved.  

Only the priest, though, prays at Mass with his hands extended, since he is representing Christ the high priest for us.  I know the practice has caught on of extending or holding hands at the Our Father, but this really is not part of our tradition.  Please start to phase that out and take advantage of the sign that is meant to show our mutual affection: the sign of peace to those around you, either the traditional hug or a handshake.  
Our most important posture in Mass is the way we receive communion.  Like all our rituals as Roman Catholics, the goal is noble simplicity.  So as we approach the Blessed Sacrament in the communion line, we give a simple bow of the head while the person in front of us is receiving.  Then we step forward and either place our hands one on top of the other to receive Jesus in the palm or open our mouth with our tongue slightly extended to receive Jesus in the mouth.  Unless your hands are impaired, remember to receive Jesus, not grab, and to stand close enough so the distributor can reach you.  After the words “The body of Christ/The blood of Christ,” remember to say in a clear voice “Amen.”  
Finally, our presence is necessary through the whole Mass.  At a dinner, it is impolite to arrive late or to suddenly stand and leave after the last bite of food without a word to the host.  In the same way, it is impolite to arrive habitually late for Mass or to suddenly leave church after communion without thanking Jesus in private prayer or letting me say goodbye with the closing blessing.  Our Masses at St. Mary’s barely last for one hour.  By leaving early we grieve Christ like the apostles who fell asleep before his agony, prompting him to ask “Could you not spend one hour with me?”  (Matthew 26:40).  

We all need reminders from time to time, especially about something as important as worshipping the Lord at the Holy Mass.  Our clothing, our voices, our posture, and our presence throughout Mass all combine to make a wonderful experience for everyone in church.  Let’s make this hour with Jesus a sacred time for everyone.  
Rev. Eric Culler

