Instructed Eucharist

Part Two

We hear and respond to God’s Word:


We continue our Instructed Eucharist today.  There will be no sermon, but rather this commentary.

Lat week we talked about how we prepare to worship, the meaning of the liturgy, vestments, church seasons, the entrance rite.  Now we will be talking about the Liturgy of the Word, that part of our worship that focuses on Scripture readings and our reflection on those readings.
Following the Gloria, Kyrie, or other hymn of praise, the priest addresses the people with the ancient Jewish salutation, "The Lord be with you," to which the people respond, "And also with you" (or the Rite One response "And with thy spirit") which has its origins among early Jewish Christians. In this manner we greet and bless each other in the name of Christ. This greeting was originally in the 1549 Book of Common Prayer, the "grandparent' of all Prayer Books in the Anglican Communion. However the greeting was deleted in the 1559 Prayer Book and did not come back into use in the American Church until it was re-introduced in the 1928 Prayer Book.

[The lineage of Prayer Books, 1549, 1552, 1559,1662,1789 (first American Prayer Book), 1892,1928,1979.]

Following the salutation, the priest invites the congregation to pray. The priest 'col-lects' the prayers of the congregation into one single collect, a specific form of prayer. The collect of the day is a short prayer, no more than one sentence in length, which gathers the prayers of all of us into this one prayer that reflects the focus of the liturgical season or occasion being celebrated and/or introduces the theme of the readings which follow. It is found either on the insert in your bulletin or in The Book of Common Prayer in both traditional language (BCP 159-210) and contemporary language (BCP 211-261).  These collects are rich in spiritual tradition, many of them dating back to the 5th and 6th century.

Following the Collect, all are seated for the readings. The public reading of Scripture is part of our inheritance from Judaism. We know from I Timothy (4:13) that the emerging Christian Church adopted this practice of public reading, initially reading from the Hebrew sacred writings and psalms and eventually adding Paul's letters to the various churches and then sharing the different gospel accounts.

We stood for the opening prayers and are now seated for instruction from Holy Scripture. Generally we kneel or stand for prayer, stand to sing our praise and affirm our faith, and sit for instruction. One thing can be said about Episcopal worship... it engages the whole person, body, mind and spirit... as our minds are listening and processing what is seen and heard, the various symbols and actions of the liturgy speak to our spirits. We use our voices when we say the various responses, prayers and confession and sing or say the psalm and hymns. The liturgy also invites our physical participation as well... in gestures of devotion such as bowing and signing the cross and in our various postures. - standing, kneeling sitting.  Different postures evoke different feelings and responses.  Kneeling:  a quiet reverent humility; sitting: listening with attention and expectation; standing: to show honor.

(Try different postures and think about how you feel)

The lessons, or readings, are indicated in the three-year Lectionary, found at the back of the Prayer Book on page 887-931. Most Anglican churches use this three-year cycle of readings and is very similar to that used in both the Roman Catholic Church and some of the major Protestant denominations. Lay ministers, called Lectors normally read the lessons, before the Gospel. This is one of several worship ministries available at Ascension. (If you are interested in being a lay reader, please contact the rector or advise the Parish office.) These lessons are read from a lectern (sometimes known as an ambo).
This three-year cycle allows us to hear a substantial portion of the Old Testament and almost all of the New Testament over a three-year period. For Sundays and major holy days, three readings and a psalm are assigned. The readings reflect the focus of the Church season.

We hear lessons from the Old Testament, which tell us about God working through the history of the people of Israel. The Old Testament readings are generally chosen to correspond with the Gospel reading for the day. We say/sing a Psalm, one of the Hebrew worship songs of praise and lament. We hear from the Epistles, the letters Paul, Peter, and some of the other apostles wrote to the new/emerging churches in places like Corinth, Ephesus and Rome. The Epistle is usually a somewhat continuous reading from week to week of one of these letters. During the Easter season (the fifty days of Easter) selections from the Acts of the Apostles are read for the first lesson instead of the Old Testament.

You may not have realized this, but a considerable amount of Scripture is read in the Episcopal Church. We are a Bible church.  The lectionary insures that a rather full reading of the Bible is achieved over three years, so that we will hear and be challenged by the breadth of God's word, in all its "richness and disturbing diversity"... and not risking falling into a trap of one or two narrow topics, personal favorites of the preacher. (Ware p.15)

After reading the lesson, the Lector says, “The Word of the Lord,” to which the congregation responds. "Thanks be to God.”  Some lessons, however, are read from writings such as the Book of Holy Wisdom and Eccleasticus.  These books are not Canonical (or “official” scripture as defined in the 6th Article of Religion) but are read for purposes of instruction and insight. After readings from these texts, the Lector concludes with “Here ends the reading,” to which there is no congregational response. Remember that "liturgy" means worshipping together. It is important that we make our responses in a good, strong voice.
 

A period of silence is appropriate after the reading of Scripture and at other times during the liturgy. The Prayer Book specifically notes and provides for this in the rubrics. The rubrics are those italicized directions in the Prayer Book, so named because they were originally printed in red ink. It has been said that, "Silence is an integral part of liturgical worship" which allows "the opportunity to reflect, to think, to pray, to offer personal petition and praise, and above all, to be in the presence of God." (Michno 27)

The final reading is from the Gospel, the "Good News" of Jesus Christ, contained in the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in the New Testament. These books focus on the life, ministry and teachings of Jesus. As the final reading, it is the climax of the proclamation of the Word. The deacon, if one is present, always reads the Gospel. This highlights the special purpose of the Gospel reading, which is not only for instruction, but so that we may also hear Jesus speak to us in his own words and hear eyewitness accounts of His life.  
In the three year lectionary cycle, (the synoptic Gospels) the Gospel of Matthew is read in year A, the Gospel of Mark in year B and the Gospel of Luke in year C.... Portions of the Gospel of John are read during Lent and Easter and at various times during the year.

The Gospel holds a special place in the liturgy.  To show honor, the Gospel Book is carried in procession escorted by a Verger, crucifer and two torchbearers. This is a way of acting out the coming of the Good News of God to the earth in Jesus Christ. The book is carried from the Sanctuary, representing the Sanctum Sanctorum or Throne of God, through the Chancel, representing heaven, into the Nave, representing the earth
. The deacon reads from the midst of the congregation to symbolize the fact that God came as one of us to show us the way and that we are charges with carrying the Gospel into the world.  (Also, in medieval times when people would not congregate for fear of the plague, priests took the word of God into the streets.)  The two lights carried at the gospel remind us that the Gospel is the light of the World and that the word of God is a lamp unto our feet, a light unto our path. 

In the tradition of the church, all stand for the reading from the Gospel and all face the gospel book and the person reading from it.  The deacon announces the Gospel by saying, “The Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ according to _____.” To which the people respond, “Glory to you, Lord Christ”, or, in Rite I “Glory be to thee, O Lord.”  He then makes the sign of the cross on the Gospel book.  (You may also notice the deacon and some other people making small signs of the cross with their right thumb on their forehead, on their lips and on their hearts.... this reflects a silent prayer... Christ be in my thinking, Christ be in my speaking, Christ be in my heart.)

After hearing the Gospel, the congregation once again responds to the hearing of God's word in thanks and praise, saying, "Praise to you Lord Christ", or in Rite I, "Praise be to thee, 0 Christ.”

At this point in the liturgy, you would normally hear the sermon. "A sermon, or homily, has been required at the Eucharist from the time of the 1549 Prayer Book." (Hatchett 332). The sermon immediately follows the Gospel reading, nothing should interrupt the flow between the two. This is specifically required by the current Prayer Book. The sermon is an exposition and reflection on the Word of God just proclaimed. It may elaborate upon the reading, tie together the Old and New Testament Lessons, or apply scriptural text to current life situations. A liturgical scholar has said, "Sermons are not inspirational talks but the breaking open of the Word of God so that God's people may be fed by it "(Mitchell 136).  As we are fed in the Holy Meal so too are we fed by God's Holy Word.

The Nicene Creed follows the sermon. It represents our corporate response of faith to God's Word when together we proclaim our most basic beliefs. The Nicene Creed is  a fundamental statement of belief of the Christian faith, which has almost universal acceptance among the Christian churches
. It originated as a response to various heresies facing the Church in the late third and fourth centuries. The ecumenical Council of Nicea formulated it in A. D. 325, as a universal statement of faith. The bishops at these councils affirmed their common faith saying, "We believe". However, the use of the Nicene Creed in the liturgy came later (6th Century) since the Eucharistic prayer itself was regarded as the summation of the church's belief.

There are actually two forms of the Nicene Creed in the prayer book. The plural form found in Rite 2 and provided as one of the options in Rite 1 begins. "We believe"... The use of this plural, “We,” affirms the corporate faith of the universal Church and is intended as an affirmation of the community of faith and allegiance to the Lord and to the Church" (Mitchell 137). This plural form, which is more true to the original and was restored with the current prayer book. (Hatchett 334). Its use on Sundays emphasizes the unity of the church, not only the assembled body here, but also the church universal. The singular form, using "I believe" is found in Rite One and is said at the 8 o’clock service at Ascension.

During the creed, you will notice many people bowing at the name of Jesus and at the words "worshipped and glorified' referring to the Trinity. They also bow, a bit more profoundly, during the passages about the Incarnation. These are gestures of reverence, devotion and humility for our Lord. You will also notice that they make the sign of the cross at the phrases "the resurrection of the dead," as an expression of our hope to be marked among those who participate in eternal life with God.

The practice of prayers of the people following the readings goes back to the early church. Historically the prayers followed the sermon and the creed prior to the peace. This corporate prayer is an appropriate response to the proclamation of the Word. It is the principal occasion for the common prayer of the people of God in the Eucharistic liturgy. The Prayer Book permits a great deal of flexibility in the prayers requiring only that certain basic topics, encompassing the concerns of the Church, the nation and the world, as well as the local community be included. There are six forms found if Rite Two and one in Rite One; however, any combination of petitions may be used as long as they “cover all of the bases.” 

The reading aloud of the names of persons to be prayed for is an ancient feature of Christian liturgy (Galley, 93).  We read many names, we ask for God's blessing on members of the community and we offer intercessions, which reflect the needs, concerns and prayers of individuals within our community. Ascension is a parish that prays. The priest may conclude the prayer with a final collect. When we all say "amen" at the end of the prayer, we are reminded that this is not just the prayer of the leader, but the prayer of the entire community.

The Confession of Sin follows. This is a general confession, on behalf of the whole congregation as a part of our response to the Word of God. "Ancient liturgies contained nothing like a general confession.  Repentance, when needed, was something done before one came to Eucharist." (Galley, 96 The exhortations tell us that we are expected to come to the Eucharist having made a self-examination of our life and conduct and private confession to God. The confession of sin in corporate worship is the verbalization of that private, personal confession and the recognition of our participation in the corporate sinfulness of the society of which we are a part.

There are two forms for personal confession found, beginning on page 447, of the Book of Common Prayer that are available if you choose to use them.

The form of confession in Rite 2, (alternate in Rite 1) is the result of an ecumenical consultation in the 1960's. It recognizes our error, not only through sins of commission, things done, but also our sins of omission, things left undone. It echoes the summary of the law, the great commandment [Galley, 96]

The priest then pronounces the absolution.  During ordination to the Priesthood, the Bishop instructs the candidate ”…to declare God’s forgiveness to penitent sinners..  then laying hands upon the candidate’s head, makes him or her a priest.   The priest has, by this  act of the laying on of hands, receivesfrom Jesus himself, the authority to absolve the sinner; but, we are forgiven not so much for solace and comfort, but for strength and renewal in our life as Christians, to go and do God's will in the world and, “to love one another, as Christ loves us.”

In the Rite I liturgy, the "comfortable words" follow the absolution. Prior Prayer Books required the priest to say these four sentences of Scripture at every celebration. They are, optional in the current prayer Book. (Hatchett, 344]

The Peace is the final act of the Liturgy of the Word. The people conclude their prayers by greeting one another in the peace of Christ. From the earliest times, the Apostle Paul's letters (ICor.13:12) tell us that Christians have greeted one another with a "holy kiss". The peace also serves as a sign of one's reconciliation with God and one's brothers and sisters. Its placement between the confession of sin and the offering of the Eucharistic gifts reflects the teaching in Matthew (5:23-4)

If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go, first be reconciled to your brother and then come and offer your gift.

The peace functions as a bridge between the Liturgy of the Word and the Holy Communion, a hinge which connects the two, forming a single liturgy of Word and Sacrament. Next week concludes our series on the Eucharist We will discuss the Holy Communion.
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