Instructed Eucharist

Part Three

We make Eucharist:

Today we complete our series of instructed Eucharist. During the last two weeks we have talked about how we prepare for worship and how we listen and respond to God's Word. 

Today we will talk about the Liturgy of the Table, the Holy Communion, which has sometimes been called the Lord's Supper. The Eucharist has its origin in last meal shared between Jesus and his disciples, a celebration of the Jewish Passover.  This is the part of our worship that is our response to Jesus' command that when we eat bread and drink wine, we do this in remembrance of Him; the continual remembrance of his life, death, resurrection and ascension until his coming again. (BCP 859). When we do this, in remembrance, we are not merely recalling an event of fond memory or re-enacting something that happened long ago, but we are actually participating in an eternal and timeless event; the event of Jesus Christ.  

We could easily spend more than one session of this part of the Eucharist, called the HOLY COMMUNION. It is incredibly rich in its imagery, in its theology and in its holy mystery.


We know from the recovery of ancient documents that the Eucharist was at the heart of worship for Christians of the first and second centuries. Their worship centered on the sacramental gathering of the community in remembrance, praise and thanksgiving. Our Lord did four things when he instituted the Eucharist at the Last Supper. On that night before He died, He took, He blessed, He broke bread, and He gave to his disciples... these four actions continue to constitute the shape of the Holy Communion. Today we will look at the Eucharist according to this "four-fold shape". (Gregory Dix)

First Acton… He Took

This part of the service begins with the OFFERTORY, which includes the gifts of the people of bread and wine, brought to the altar by members of the congregation, and also financial contributions to support the work of the Church. The OFFERTORY begins with the celebrant issuing an invitation using an Offertory Sentence from scripture.  (Also note, that the celebrant is now fully vested, having donned the chasuble, for this is the most holy of all Christian rituals, and also because fully dressed is the manner in which we were commanded to commemorate the Passover meal. Recall the words from Exodus saying, "This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, your staff in your hand.")

The bread and the wine represent products of God's bounty and our stewardship of God's creation. We are reminded of the human labor which produced them yet remember our dependence on God for all things. The money comes from our daily labor. As we offer this, we place our labors before God. These gifts are used in the Sacrament and for the work of the Church. Together they symbolize the self-offering of the people of God in response to God's love revealed in Jesus Christ... "We offer our lives to become Christ's body in this world" (Mitchell-I 49). In the early days of the Church, worshippers brought their own bread and wine to the service. The deacons chose what was needed for the consecration, and the rest was set aside for the poor. The presentation of the offerings at the altar takes up the gesture of Melchizedek and commits God’s gifts into the hands of Christ who, in his sacrifice, brings to perfection all human attempts to offer sacrifice (Gen 14:18-20). 
During the offertory, the deacon prepares the Table, the Altar, God’s Board. Throughout the ages, it has been the role of the deacon to do so. The deacon's role is one of service; therefore the deacon takes the role of a waiter, to make the table ready.

The deacon begins by removing the Burse. The burse is a square pocket or folder made to contain some of the altar linens. The name comes from the same root word as purse. It is the color of the liturgical season. 

One of these linens is the corporal. This square cloth of fine linen is placed in the center of the altar over another longer, larger linen called the fair linen. One could compare the fair linen to a tablecloth and the corporal to a placemat.

The deacon then removes the veil from the communion vessels. This silk cloth is also the color of the liturgical season. The deacon places the chalice, the cup and the paten, a flat, open plate on the corporal. The chalice is covered by the Pall, a flat cloth covered square board which serves a practical use... it keeps insects or other things from falling into the cup.  On top of the chalice is the purificator, a small linen cloth like a napkin.  On the paten is the Priest's Host. This is a larger wafer that the priest will use later during the Eucharistic prayer.

The deacon takes the wafers of bread and counts out the number needed for communion and either puts them on the paten or places them in a ciborium, a small container, like a bread box.

The deacon prepares the chalice by pouring in the wine and then adding a small quantity of water, symbolic of the wine and water that flowed out of Christ's wound which we hear about in John's Gospel. Christians have sometimes characterized this mixing of wine and water as a dramatization of the union of God and Man, the Divine and the Human, in Jesus Christ.

During this time that the table is being prepared, the celebrant may say silent prayers of devotion in preparation for the Great Thanksgiving.

When the table is nearly set, an acolyte washes the celebrant’s hands using the lavabo and towel.... Lavabo, comes from the Latin meaning "I will wash". During this cleansing the priest may say a private prayer.... "Wash me of my iniquities and cleanse me of my sin" [or] "Create in me a clean heart, 0 God, and renew a right spirit within me." The washing of hands, in addition to serving a very practical purpose in the middle ages, serves as a sign of the purity of heart with which the priest properly approaches the Great Thanksgiving.

Second Action… He gave thanks (the Consecration)

As our Lord gave thanks, the priest offers the Great Thanksgiving to God on behalf of the people. The Great Thanksgiving, said over the bread and the wine, gives thanks and praise to God the Creator and recalls the saving work of God's Son. "It is in the Eucharistic prayer that the actual offering of the gifts to God takes place" (Mitchell-I 50). The priest asks that the Holy Spirit will sanctify, that is... make holy, the bread and the wine. This long prayer is one of consecration, that is, the setting apart of something for Divine service or use. This prayer is not just for the consecration of the bread and wine, but of ourselves, "that we may become, through the power of God, the vehicles of Christ's coming among us once again to visit, to nourish and to strengthen us with food for our hungry souls." (Price)

The Great Thanksgiving begins with a dialogue between the priest and the people called the Sursum Corda.  This is an invitation to the congregation to join in the Eucharistic offering, to raise our hearts to God and away from earthly matters.

The Eucharistic prayer tells our story as the people of God and contains the core of our beliefs about who we are in relation to God and about our understanding of God's saving work among us. The present prayer Book contains six Eucharistic Prayers: two for Rite One (in more traditional and beautiful language) and Four in Rite Two (using more contemporary and simple language). All the prayers focus on Christ's suffering and death, resurrection and ascension. Most of the prayers (except Prayer I) include specific remembrance of creation, the incarnation of Christ and the promise of His second coming.  Just as one Gospel account cannot completely reveal the Good News of God in Christ, no single eucharistic prayer can fully express the story of God's saving work.  Praying the different prayers help us to come to a greater depth of understanding and meaning of our salvation through Jesus Christ.

In Rite One, Eucharistic Prayer I is the prayer adopted in the first American Prayer Book in 1789, derived from the liturgy of the Scottish Episcopal Church and is the one that most completely summarizes our eucharistic theology.  In Rite Two, Prayer A is characteristically Anglican in its emphasis on the cross (Galley, 108). It reaches back to the roots of our belonging to God, touches on our present separation from God and looks forward to a redeemed future (Johnson, 13).  Eucharistic Prayer B places special emphasis on Christ's incarnation, using phrases from one of the oldest surviving eucharistic prayers from the 3rd century.

Prayer C is characterized by its emphasis on creation and on the revelation of God in the Old Testament. It is also makes frequent use of congregational responses.  Prayer D is the most ecumenical of our Eucharistic Prayers, formulated by a consultation of Ecumenical scholars in the 1970's, who adapted this prayer from the liturgy of St. Basil in the fourth century

The preface follows. The words of the Preface change to reflect the season or occasion of the day. The final words of the preface invite the congregation to join in a hymn of praise, a hymn which reminds us of the vision and call of the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 6:3). This hymn is called the Sanctus. . You may notice that some people bow, in the ancient Jewish custom, during this hymn at the words "Holy, Holy, Holy through Hosanna in the highest". The closing words of the hymn remind us of Christ's triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday (Matthew 21:9, quoted from Psalm 118: 25-26). (Benedictus qui venit)... at the words "Blessed is He", many people cross themselves. It is important to remember that these words refer to Christ's coming, and do not refer to us.

The rubrics, or "stage directions" in the Prayer Book, invite the congregation to stand or kneel for the remainder of the Eucharistic Prayer. It has been the custom at Ascension to kneel.

The next part of the prayer tells the story. "Human time is set aside as we participate in Christ's death and resurrection. We are reliving the 'mighty acts of God' in this kind of remembrance of them.  This is RE-calling the act of calling back into time the eternal sacrifice of Calvary and the eternal joy of Easter." (Dix in Mitchell). We are also told of Christ's death on the cross, a perfect sacrifice for the whole world, and we are reminded of the Last Supper and the words spoken by Jesus over the bread and the wine.  

It is, at the utterance of these words by the priest who has been ordained by a bishop in the Apostolic Succession, that sanctification of the bread and wine occurs.  You will note, that just before the celebrant begins the words if institution, there is a single bell rung.  After the bread is consecrated there are three bells rung and after the wine, there are three.  This harkens back to the days of the Latin Mass when the people, not being able to understand the language of the mass were “warned,” with a single bell, that something important was about to happen and then alerted, by the two sets of three bells, that that important thing had just occurred.  At Ascension, it is one of those things that, like the Gospel Procession, helps to link us to the early church as well as announcing to our neighbours that a great mystery has transpired.

The Great Amen which concludes the Great Thanksgiving, is the only place in the Prayer book where the AMEN in capitalized. It signifies that the gathered community heartily agrees with what was said in the prayer.

The Great Thanksgiving ends as all join together to in the Lord's Prayer.  As together we say the "Our Father" we are reminded of our unity in Christ and our "brotherhood" with one another. When we pray "give us our daily bread" we prepare for that which we are about to receive.

Third Action ... He Broke it- the Fraction

A moment of Silence follows the Lord's Prayer.  Then the priest breaks the bread.  In the Emmaus story in Luke's gospel (24:13-35) the risen Christ was revealed to the disciples in the breaking of the bread.  In the Eucharist, we know Christ in the breaking of the bread.  "Christians have seen in the breaking of the bread a symbol of the Lord's body on the cross and their own need to be broken in order to share in the life in Christ and to share that life with others." (Mitchell 176)

In the Prayer of Humble Access found in Rite 1, we acknowledge our brokeness and unworthiness before God and remember God's great mercy and gift of Jesus Christ.

Fourth Action... He gave it to His Disciples - The Communion

The bread is broken to be shared, just as Jesus broke bread at the Last Supper and gave it to his disciples.  The distribution of the consecrated bread and wine is the final act of the Eucharist. "The gifts we gave in the offertory are now returned to us.  Because God has accepted our gifts and uses them for His purposes, they are changed.  They are transformed, not as in transubstantiation, but through a real presence, into the Body and Blood of Christ so that we may be transformed into servants of our Lord Jesus Christ." (Price).

The congregation is invited to come to the altar rail to receive the sacrament.  "It is in receiving communion that we are most closely united with Christ in the saving acts of his dying and rising.  Once for all in baptism, and week by week in the Eucharist, Christians are sacramentally united with the crucified and risen Lord." (Mitchell ,179)

All baptized Christians are invited to this Holy meal, for Christ did not mean it to be just for Episcopalians. Children, too, may accept communion, with their parents' permission and the advice of their priest. Young children and others who do not wish to take communion are also invited to the altar rail to receive a blessing, and indicate this preference by crossing their arms over their breast.
Before receiving the sacrament, some people will make the sign of the cross. The Host is received in the palm of the hand, hands extended, palms upward, one on top of the other. To receive the wine,  guide the chalice, by the base, to your lips to sip the wine, and wait until the person next to you has received, before you get up. 

Some people, however, may chose intinction. The prescribed manner to use intinction is to offer the bread to the minister administering the chalice from your open hand. The chalice bearer will take the bread from your open hand, intinct it for you, and place it on your tongue.  However, we recognize that this congregation represents many different Anglican traditions, and consider ourselves flexible.  If it is in your tradition to perform the act of intinction yourself, or when helping children, please take care to dip only the wafer and not fingers.  

Then you return to pew, for silent prayer.

Following the communion, are the ABLUTIONS. This is the act of cleaning up after the meal. If some consecrated bread and wine is left over, it is either reserved in the Aumbry (recall that when the sanctuary candle is lit, consecrated sacrament is being stored in the Aumbry), or it may be consumed.  Then, with the assistance of an acolyte, the deacon, again in his role of servant, ritually cleans all the vessels used in distributing the Holy Eucharist.

Our union in the one body of Christ in the sacrament is emphasized as we say the Post-communion prayer in unison. This prayer offers our corporate response to God's gift in the sacrament by pointing us outward into the world.

The priest says the Blessing, using the Trinitarian formula of  Father, Son and Holy Ghost. As the priest makes the sign of the cross over the people many people cross themselves.

The Holy Eucharist concludes when the deacon dismisses the congregation. The Dismissal signifies the integral relationship between our liturgy and Christian living. After being nourished and strengthened by the Word of God and the Sacrament of Christ's Body and Blood, we are sent forth to proclaim the Good News of Christ in our lives, to seek and serve Christ in all people by the power of the Holy Spirit.

