Instructed Eucharist

Part One


Good morning! For those who are visiting with us today, welcome to The Church of the Ascension. As many of you, who attend here regularly, can tell already, we are planning to do things a little differently this morning. Today there will be no sermon (well, maybe a very short one), but rather this commentary which will serve to explain a little bit about our service and customs of worship, and will, we hope, help to make that worship more meaningful to you.


The Church of the Ascension is the local congregation of the Episcopal Church, which in turn is a part of the worldwide fellowship of churches known as the Anglican Communion. The Anglican Communion traces its origins as a religious body back to second century Britain when Roman soldiers brought Christianity to those northern islands. Our current pattern of worship goes back to the introduction, on Whitsunday 1549, of the first Book of Common Prayer. This book, written by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer during the reign of Edward VI, signals the rebirth of an independent Christian church in England. If you are interested in learning more about the history of the Church of England, the Anglican Communion and the Episcopal Church of the United States, please talk to one of the clergy.


Over the next three weeks, we will be talking about our Episcopal worship, what we do and why. This morning we will look at how we prepare for our worship.


Today, and every Sunday, we celebrate the Holy Eucharist...


We know from the recovery of ancient documents that the Eucharist was at the center of worship for Christians of the first and second centuries. The very first Christians had no Bible, as we know it, or formalized creeds, their worship centered on the sacramental gathering of the community in remembrance, praise and thanksgiving. Since that time, Christian worship practices have evolved. As Christian 
, customs and rites have grown and changed, have come and gone, two common elements of the Christian Life have been constant: the administration of Baptism and the celebration of the Mass, also known as the Lord's Supper, the Holy Communion, or the Holy Eucharist
. The word "eucharist" comes from the Greek word meaning Thanksgiving. The Eucharist acts as a source of strength and nurture for Christian living. As Episcopalians, we recognize the Holy Eucharist as the principal act of Christian worship on the Lord's Day and other major feasts (BCP 13).


In the Prayer Book you will find three forms for the Holy Eucharist: Rite One, which uses the more traditional language and which is said here at the 8 o'clock service, Rite Two, using more contemporary language, generally used at the 10 o’clock service, and An Order for Celebrating the Holy Eucharist, a basic form not intended to use at the principal service on Sunday or weekly celebrations, but for use on those occasions when less structure might be appropriate.  We will be discussing only Rites One and Two in this program.


The liturgy for the Holy Eucharist is in two parts, each inter-dependent with the other, the Liturgy of the Word, which focuses on Scripture readings and reflection on those readings and the Liturgy of the Table, the Holy Communion, the communal meal. The word liturgy means the prescribed form for a public religious service. It refers to the ritual patterns, the ordered format that a church uses. It comes from the Greek word meaning 'work1', so liturgy is the work of the people when they gather together to worship, it is the People of God working together to praise the Creator (Michno). Liturgy at its heart is God-centered, it is not done for the enjoyment or entertainment of the people, it embraces the Word of God, celebrates the presence of God and points to the Kingdom of God. (Michno, 18). To paraphrase St. Benedict, the purpose of liturgy is that in all things, God, and only God, may be glorified.


Our pattern of worship, our liturgy, is rooted in the tradition and prayers of the historic Church. It is not uncommon for one's mind to wander from time to time during the liturgy; however, the familiar pattern of liturgy allows one to re-enter the worship with ease.




The leader of our worship is a bishop or a priest. (BCP 13). A deacon is the chief liturgical assistant at the liturgy. A priest cannot celebrate the Eucharist alone. .  Eucharist, by its very nature, is something that the gathered community does as we re-member the body of Christ. We all have a role to play in the Eucharist. It is the expectation that everyone will join in the acts of corporate worship. All people should say the responses and the creed, sing the psalm and the hymns, and join in the "amen" at the end of the prayers.  After all, we worship from a Book of Common Prayer where everybody does something together, in common.


All participants in the celebration - the congregation, choir, acolytes, lectors, intercessor and clergy - should approach worship in a prayerful state. It is customary for members of the congregation to kneel in private prayer after entering the pew, using the silence before the service as a time for quiet preparation. You may notice that some people bow their heads to the altar or genuflect before entering the pew. This is one of several gestures people make in honor and respect and devotion to our Lord.

As part of their preparation for worship, the clergy vest, that is, dress in garments which have traditionally been associated with the celebration of the Eucharist. These garments are called vestments. For many, it is customary that a specific prayer accompanies the putting on of each vestment.

First, they put on the alb, a long white garment, traditionally linen, which was derived from the under-tunic worn in Roman times. The word alb comes from albino, meaning white or colorless. The white is to symbolize purity and reminds the wearers of the white robe given to them at baptism; they then tie a cincture around them, a long belt of cloth or rope worn around the waist.

Then they will put on the stole, symbolic of their order of ministry. The origin of the stole is pre-Christian, but since the sixth century it has been prescribed to be worn by all clergy. The priest's stole is draped around the neck, with the ends falling straight down in front. The priest will kiss the neck of the stole before putting it on. The deacon's stole is worn resting on the left shoulder and wrapping under the right arm, this is symbolic of the towel or napkin from which it evolved

At Ascension, the celebrant or presiding priest may add the chasuble or wait until just before the beginning of the second part of the service. The chasuble had its origins as an outdoor cloak in the ancient Greco-Roman world.
. The chasuble was adopted by the clergy in the sixth century as an Eucharistic vestment and is worn in the colors of the church year. Its shape had evolved over the centuries, but it is generally an oval shaped garment with a hole in the center and no sleeves.

The choir and acolytes vest in a cassock, a long-sleeved, shoulder to ankle garment, and a cotta, a white loose "over garment" with full sleeves. Every church season has its own color with its own meaning. The color of the chasuble and stoles, as well as the parament (the altar and lectern hangings), allows us to follow the church year not only in our hearing but also in our seeing.

The church calendar is tied to events reported in the life of Jesus and in the church's life. As we become more familiar and aware of the different seasons, our worship is enriched by their varied images and themes and allows us to more fully worship our Lord...From the preparation of Advent to the joy of the Incarnation at Christmas, and the recognition of Christ as Lord of all at Epiphany; from the penitence of Lent to the festive celebration of the resurrection at Easter, and the ministry of the church, as the Body of Christ enabled by the Holy Spirit during the season after Pentecost. The colors highlight the mood of the season: purple for penance and preparation, white for celebration, green for growth, life and mission, red for the Holy Spirit and the blood of the martyrs.

Prior to the entrance procession, an acolyte lights the candles on the altar. The candles have designations... the one on your left is the Gospel candle, the one on your right is the Epistle candle. You will notice that, at Ascension, the Epistle candle is always lit first.  It has been our tradition here, for as long as anyone can remember that the Gospel candle never stands alone.

The symbolic nature of the light of the candles is multivalent - has meaning on many levels.  They remind us that Christ, our Lord, was sent "to be a light to enlighten the Gentiles." that "Jesus is the light of the world"... our light in darkness. Both Word and Sacrament illumine us in our worship. The candles recall the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost in the form of tongues of flame. We are inspired so that the light of Christ may shine forth in our lives.

Flowers also appear on the altar, both to beautify what is for us the symbolic throne of God and to remind us that every living thing, all the beauty of the earth, comes from God alone. Flowers are usually given by members of the congregation in memory of loved ones or in thanksgiving for blessings received.  There are no flowers during the season of Lent, and in many churches during the season of Advent, because of the nature of those seasons.

Once the candles are lit, and all vested participants in the worship are ready, the procession begins. A verger followed by a crucifer - the acolyte, who carries the cross, leads the procession.  You will note that many in the congregation will bow their heads as the cross passes by in procession. This is a sign of reverence and humility for the symbol of Christ's sacrifice for us. The liturgy may begin with a hymn in procession. This singing together in procession is a way of involving and unifying the congregation, choir and other participants, and focusing on the fact that we are approaching God from and in community so that we are able to respond corporately, as a body or gathered assembly and not as a collection of isolated individuals to the opening acclamation by the priest.  

When all are in place, the priest says the opening acclamation, "Blessed be God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit"... There are two other opening acclamations one said during Lent, and one said during Easter. You will notice that many people make the sign of the cross at this time, another gesture of our devotion to Christ. They usually do this by making the cross-stroke, forehead to chest, from the left shoulder to the right.

Following the opening acclamation the priest prays the collect for purity, a preparatory prayer, derived from Psalm 51, which collects the thoughts of the gathered assembly and asks for the cleansing of our hearts by the inspiration of the Holy Ghost.

In Rite One, the priest summarizes the law or rehearses the 10 Commandments, which practice dates to the first Prayer Book of the Church of England.

A hymn of praise follows, such as the Gloria in Excelsis, which sets a festive tone. You may notice that people bow their heads at the name of Jesus during this hymn and at other times during the liturgy. This comes from Paul's letter to the Philippians, that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow. This hymn may change to reflect the mood of the church season, for example, we sing/say the Kyrie Eleison, "Lord have mercy", an ancient hymn of praise, during Lent.

Now, opening our Hymnals to hymn number _____, let us begin the liturgy.
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