Chrism Mass 2012
The celebration of the International Eucharistic congress is coming closer so I decided to speak about the Eucharist at our Chrism Mass this year. Recent surveys regarding Mass attendance confirm what we have all noticed for some time: there has been in recent years a steady decline, especially among young people. This saddens all of us who value the Mass and appreciate the central role of the mass in the spiritual lives of Irish Catholics down through the centuries. The Second Vatican Council teaches: “The Liturgy (i.e. The Sunday Mass) in the summit towards which the activity of the Church is directed; it is also the font from which all her power flows”.  Our Irish ancestors said the same thing much more simply: “It is the Mass that matters”.

The first thing to remember about the Mass is that it is a mystery, the mystery of faith.  Since it is a mystery, it is impossible for us to define it or describe it in human words.  For that reason people down through the centuries have used different titles in an effort to highlight certain aspects: the breaking of bread, the Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, the Mass and, in Irish, Aifreann which means “offering”.  Each of these titles tells us something important about the Mass but none of them, not even all of them exhaust its meaning.

What happens at Mass on Sundays?  Basically, four things: Firstly, we gather, we come together in one place: secondly we listen to the Word of God which is proclaimed to us; thirdly the priest repeats what Jesus did at the Last Supper and participate in it especially by receiving the Body and Blood of the Lord; fourthly, we are sent back to our everyday lives to witness to what we have experienced.  Therefore there is a liturgy of gathering, of the Word, of the Eucharist and of being sent.  There is a profound unity between these four parts of the Mass: we are summoned by God to come together to listen to God speaking to us and telling us who we are, to respond to him in prayer and conversion, to enter into communion with Him and then we are invited to disperse, to go our separate ways to witness to our faith and our hope and our love of God and neighbour.

I now want to look at each of these four great moments.

The liturgy of coming together, of gathering, of assembling.  

We gather for Mass not as individuals but as members through baptism of the Christian community in this area.  Going to Mass is not like someone going to a film alone or to a restaurant for a meal on one’s own.  It is rather like going with a group of friends to a film or a meal.

There are certain trends today which undermine the significance and importance of the Mass as a coming together of the Christian community: Firstly, the habit of coming late.    Unfortunately, people do come late, some consistently.
Secondly, the growing practice of people getting in a Mass in a Church or parish other than their own – because the time is more convenient, the preaching or singing is better, the Mass is shorter or one can do the shopping.  Obviously, there will be times when this will be necessary but it is happening now a lot especially in rural parishes near towns and where it is happening on a large scale it is damaging the local Christian community.  

Thirdly the number of Masses in parishes especially since the Vigil Masses came in.  The more Masses there are in a parish, the more the Christian community is split and fragmented.

Both trends are, I believe, examples of how we are influenced by the secular world of today.  Consumers today have a wide choice in regard to shopping and they expect the same choice to be available in regard to Mass.

Another point in regard to the liturgy of gathering:  Going to Mass is never the same as saying: “I think I will go to a football match” or “I feel like going to the pictures tonight”.  Going to Mass is not our idea.  We go to Mass in response to God’s invitation.  The invitation comes with our baptism.  There is nothing wrong with the expression ‘I have to go to Mass’ provided we understand it correctly.  I go to Mass even when I do not feel like going because it is not my idea.  I go in obedience to God who invites me to join with my local Church to praise and worship Him.  In that sense I have no choice but go.  I have to go.

The Liturgy of the Word

After the liturgy of gathering we sit to hear the proclamation of the Word of God: a passage from the Old Testament, a passage from a New Testament Epistle and the Gospel.  There is also a response from the people, a psalm said or sung and there ought to be a few moments of silence.  Thus the Liturgy of the Word is a kind of dialogue between God and His people.

Ideally, we should listen to the Word of God proclaimed to us rather than read from a Missal or Missalette.  Why?  Because God, through the mouth of the Reader, is addressing his people today.  It is not a question of God speaking to the people of Israel in the past but of God speaking to us today telling us who he is for us, a loving Father, and what he wants us to become, his adopted children who love him and love one another.  The Word of God is a summons to conversion, to a change of heart and a change of behaviour.  The purpose of the homily is to spell out for us what form this conversion should take.

The Word of God proclaimed at Mass is the Good News for us and for all people today.  At the end of the Gospel the priest says: “The Gospel of the Lord” (i.e. The Good News of the Lord) and we reply: “Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ”.  Do we mean it: not if we habitually come late so that the proclamation of the Word of God is over or nearly over when we enter; not if we do not listen carefully to the proclamation; not, I suggest, if we do not prepare ourselves by reading and reflecting on the Readings sometime during the week before and the week after.

The Liturgy of the Eucharist

This central part of the Mass consists of the Offertory, the Eucharistic Prayer and the Communion.  I am not going into detail.  I’ll just make a few observations.

Firstly, the offertory is not an offering in the strict sense of the Word: God does not need material offerings, as in bread and wine.  What we call the offertory is really the presentation of bread and wine.  In placing the bread and wine on the Altar the people of God are disposing or preparing themselves to receive their Lord.  The sacrificial offering takes place in the Eucharistic Prayer, the great prayer of consecration when Christ comes among us under the appearance of bread and wine, unites us to his sacrifice and leads us in offering ourselves with him to the Father.

Secondly, the Eucharist tells us something very important about our God.  Our God is a God who wants to be close to us, his people, to have a really close, intimate relationship with us.  The Eucharist is really the real presence of Christ under the appearance of bread and wine.  Our God is a God who comes to us, his people, who visits him in Christ, his Son, our Lord.  The fact that Jesus makes himself present in the form of bread and wine means that he is not satisfied to be simply among us.  He wants to be present in each of us in the most intimate way possible.  Bread is meant to be eaten.  So when Jesus chose this sign of food he shows that he not only wants to be with us, among us, alongside us but actually in us.  He wants us to become his body.

How should we, God’s people respond to God’s visit to us in Christ?  The answer is by receiving the body of Christ, receiving in Communion Jesus Christ who died and rose from the dead.  It is not, of course, the baby Jesus we receive but the Christ who through his death and resurrection has returned to the Father and now comes to unite us to himself and to lead us through him, with him and in him to the Father.  Receiving Communion is really necessary in order to share fully in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  Of course, we can only sincerely and worthily receive the body of Jesus Christ who died and rose from the dead if we are genuinely struggling to die to sin and selfishness ourselves and to rise and to live the risen life of Jesus Christ.

The Liturgy of Dismissal

The people of God assembled in response to God’s call.  They listened to God’s Word.  Listening to God’s Word caused them to desire a more intimate encounter with God and this took place in Communion.  But, of course, this Communion with the Lord must be lived out every day during the coming week.  So at the end of Mass the priest dismisses the assembly, he tells them to disperse, to go back to their homes, to their neighbourhood, to their places of work and to live out, to practise what they have lived and experienced at Mass.

This part of the Mass is very short, a blessing and a word of dismissal: “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord” or “Go in peace glorifying the Lord with your life”. It is so short that some people seem to think it is not worth waiting for. It is short but very significant.  The Christian community must never become a ghetto, a sect isolated from others.  The Christian community and every Christian is called to be “the salt of the earth”, “the light of the world”, “the leaven in the dough”.  At Mass we have heard Good News, we have experienced the love and intimacy of the Lord, we have shared in his death and resurrection, we have been brought closer to one another in the Christian community.  Now we are sent to share all these riches with others.


Let us hope and pray that the celebration of, and the preparation for the International Eucharistic  Congress will lead to a renewal of faith in Ireland and a renewal of our understanding and appreciation of the Mass.

