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Introduction
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Reconnecting Mass and Daily Living

How would you like to meet God? What if you had the opportunity to encounter God in a very real and personal way each and every week and build a relationship with him that would carry you through the other six days of the week? That opportunity exists, and you are invited. It’s called the Mass.

Perhaps you’ve never thought of the Mass as a life-changing event. When you stop to think of it, however, how could an encounter with the Creator of the universe not be life-changing? We, as Catholics, believe that the Mass is God’s most profound way of entering into the lives of his people. It can and should make a difference. So why do only 25–35 percent of Catholics actually attend Sunday Mass? People give various reasons, blaming their disinterest on everything from the changes that followed the Second Vatican Council and the more recent sex-abuse scandal to poor music and weak preaching. These and other factors have played a role in some Catholics’ decisions to stop attending Mass.

We propose another reason. Too many of us Catholics do not understand our baptism; we think that our baptism was a once-and-done event as opposed to something we are called to practice each and every day. Think about it. If someone asks you, “Are you a practicing Catholic?” chances are, you will answer based on whether or not you attend Mass on Sunday. Now, let’s rephrase that question.

Are you practicing your baptism?

This question seems a lot harder to answer, doesn’t it? Taking the time to go to Mass is one issue. Waking up each day to practice our baptism is another. In fact, going to Mass on Sunday makes little sense unless we understand it within the context of how we live the other six days of the week. The reason we go to Mass in the first place is because, through our baptism, we have made a commitment to something and to someone. If we truly understood what it means to practice our baptism, we would see more clearly that participating fully, consciously, and actively in Sunday Mass is an integral and necessary part of the ongoing and life-changing experience of following Jesus Christ.

What we Catholics need is a solid connection between what we believe, how we worship, and how we live our faith on a daily basis. Making the Mass more meaningful is not simply about improving the quality of the music played, the homily preached, or the manner in which the altar is decorated (although improvement in these areas is often sorely needed!). Rather, the solution lies in growing in our understanding of God’s connection to our daily lives and how the Mass invites and challenges us to practice our baptism on a daily basis. The solution lies in recognizing that baptism is a commitment to a way of life that needs to be sustained and nourished by celebration of the Eucharist.

This is not just another book that explains the parts of the Mass. There are already dozens of those available. This is a book that challenges us to look at our own way of life. It is a book about how one hour on Sunday morning can and should shape how we “live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28) the other 167 hours of the week. It is a book about obligation: not just our obligation to go to church on Sunday but our obligation to live the Catholic way of life that we committed to in baptism, a sacrament of initiation that reaches completion in the celebration of the Eucharist. Our goal is to show that the Mass is not something we attend but something we do and something that prepares us to “go forth” and do what Jesus asks of us.

Do This in Memory of Me: Do What?

When we hear “Do this in memory of me” at Mass, we are being reminded that Jesus is telling us to do much more than to go to Mass on Sundays. He is inviting us to choose a way of life that embraces the same selfless love he showed for us. It is this way of life that we have chosen in baptism. One of the main reasons we often don’t know what the Mass is sending us out to do is that we don’t understand what we promised to do in our baptism in the first place. When we made a commitment to become part of Jesus’ church (a commitment that was made for us by those who loved us and wanted the best for us if we were baptized as infants), we began the process of being initiated into a way of life. It is no coincidence that in the very early church, members of the church were said to belong to “the Way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22).

Just what does this way of life call us to do? The answer lies in the words used in the rite of baptism as the priest or deacon anoints with oil:


God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ . . . now anoints you with the chrism of salvation. As Christ was anointed priest, prophet, and king, so may you live always as a member of his body, sharing everlasting life. [emphasis added]



As disciples of Christ, we are called to love and serve God and others by sharing in Jesus’ ministry as priest, prophet, and king. This means that in our daily living we are called to do the following:


[image: ]   As priest: make Jesus present to others; praise and worship God through our lives; offer ourselves and our lives in sacrifice; help others gain access to God; intercede for the needs of the world and act as part of God’s response to those needs; help others find God through us.

[image: ]   As prophet: speak on behalf of the oppressed; clearly and boldly speak God’s word; bear witness, evangelize and catechize; bring hope to those in despair; challenge people and institutions to be faithful; fearlessly speak out about injustice.

[image: ]   As king: serve and protect the vulnerable; provide for those unable to provide for themselves; love enemies; lay down our lives for others; work for justice; live with dignity; respect others’ dignity; restore lives that are broken; represent God’s will; protect our world and all of God’s creation.



At the end of Mass, when the priest or deacon says, “Go in peace,” he is sending us forth on a mission to share in Jesus’ ministry as priest, prophet, and king. If we understand that this is our calling, our mandate, then we will better understand what it is we are doing and celebrating at Mass and how the Mass prepares, enables, challenges, and inspires us to go forth and do just that.

While Sunday, our Sabbath, is held traditionally as a day of rest, the word liturgy, which comes from the Greek word leitourgia, means “the work of the people.” The liturgy is indeed “work,” or something that we do. At the same time, the doing comes not only during that one hour in church but even more so when we leave the church building and go forth into daily life. Come Monday morning, with our batteries recharged, we are now ready to forge ahead and attempt to put into practice what we began working on at Mass: a commitment to go forth, living out our baptismal calling and doing the work of discipleship.

In this book, we will identify and describe what Christians are called to do and be; what qualities and skills are needed to live as Christians; and how the one hour a week we spend at Mass can, should, and will change our lives.

One More Note

Much has been made of the implementation of the translation of the 3rd Edition of the Roman Missal during Advent, 2011. The fact is, these changes in some of the words that we use at Mass have provided a natural opportunity to step back and examine what we do at Mass and how that is connected with daily life. Although this book incorporates the changes from the 3rd Edition of the Roman Missal, it is not a book about those changes per se. Rather, this book will enable you to reflect on the Mass as a whole, pondering the words and actions of the Mass that express our faith while transforming us. Actions are often preceded by, and inspired by, words. The “doing” of our faith is inspired by the words we pray at Mass. The better we understand the words, signs, and symbols of the liturgy, the better able we will be to live the Mass each day. What the Mass is, what Jesus gave us—the gift of himself—will never change.
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    Beginning with the End in Mind
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Thanks Be to God


In my book Bumping into God in the Kitchen, I include my mother’s recipe for fried egg balls. I always wanted to be able to make them the way she did. But every time I tried, I failed. Instead of the round and golden delicacy I remembered, mine turned out flat and oily. Finally, I called her and asked her what I might have done wrong. Patiently, she asked me to list all the ingredients I’d been using. When I read my list, she laughed. I had left out the baking soda. When I asked how much I should use, she replied cryptically that I would find out. Figuring that using none had caused a failure, it made sense to me that a little would be good—but using a lot of it would be even better! So I liberally added the baking soda to the batter, and I do mean liberally. The batter swelled up into a soggy and inedible concoction that looked more like a football than the petite egg balls I used to enjoy. The next time, I used a little less, and it was better. I kept experimenting until I got it just the way I wanted it, looking and tasting like mom’s—and now my own—egg ball. I had known what the end product should look like, but I had no clear idea of how to get there! (DJG)



In his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey identifies one of the seven habits as “begin with the end in mind.” He asserts that “to begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of your destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you better understand where you are now and so that the steps you take are always in the right direction” (p. 98). Any cook will tell you that this is the key to following a recipe and ending up with a creation that will wow the taste buds. Following this sound advice, we’re going to begin our exploration of the Mass, not with the Introductory Rites, but with a quick peek at the end of the Mass, so that we, too, will have a clearer understanding of our destination and the steps we need to take to reach it.

It’s no coincidence that the word Mass comes from the Concluding Rites of the liturgy. In Latin, the words of the dismissal are Ite! Missa est! meaning, “Go! You are dismissed!” It is from this word missa that we have the word Mass. We indeed begin with the end in mind. We are sent forth at the end of the Mass with any one of the following formulas:


[image: ]   “Go forth, the Mass is ended.”

[image: ]   “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord.”

[image: ]   “Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life.”

[image: ]   “Go in peace.”



And our response is, “Thanks be to God.”

Whatever formula is used, the message is the same: We gotta go! Can’t stay! We are being given marching orders. The key to understanding, and thus living, the Mass is found in these words with which the Mass ends. So, beginning with the end in mind, let’s explore how the Concluding Rites of the Mass shed light on our destination and on how the parts of the Mass serve to send us in the right direction.

What Does Baptism Call us to Do?

At the end of the Mass, the priest or deacon says, “Go in peace.” It is very clear that we are being sent forth to do something! We are being sent forth to do the things that Jesus does. In fact, Jesus is all about doing. Throughout the Gospels, Jesus emphasizes over and over again that to be his disciple means to do.


[image: ]   “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12).

[image: ]   “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).

[image: ]   “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me” (Matthew 25:45).

[image: ]   “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:35).

[image: ]   “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you” (Luke 6:27).

[image: ]   “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I tell you?” (Luke 6:46).

[image: ]   “Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these” (John 14:12).

[image: ]   “You are my friends if you do what I command you” (John 15:14).



Most important, at the Last Supper—where Jesus instituted the Eucharist—Jesus got up from the table and washed the feet of his apostles saying, “You also should do as I have done to you” (John 13:15). The message, though not immediately clear to St. Peter, is clear to us: To be a follower of Jesus means to be a doer. We just need to hear the word go!

And so, indeed, we are told to “go” as the Mass ends. While we may remain for a while after Mass to share some hospitality, we are directed to leave. Our work here is done. We were not baptized in order to spend all our time in church. Rather, the responsibilities that we agreed to take on as members of the church must continue in the world outside the church doors. It is the task of the laity in the congregation to take what just happened with them in order to reveal God’s presence in the world. That world is everywhere, including our homes, neighborhoods, communities, and workplaces. “Go” means leaving the safety and security of the sanctuary. It means internalizing the word of God and going forth to proclaim it, both in word and deed, to others who may not be as receptive to hearing or experiencing it. “Go,” we are urged. It is the only way that Jesus Christ will reach those who have not joined us in worship and in prayer. Too many choose not to worship with us, so we must go to them instead of waiting for them to come to us.

But we are not simply dismissed haphazardly. We are told to “go in peace” (emphasis added). We are told to go with that which we have received and shared with our fellow Mass-goers: the peace of our Lord Jesus Christ. What does it mean to “go in peace”? Well, obviously, we are not at peace if we are fighting one another. There is no peace if we are distracted by hateful thoughts. We cannot find the peace we are to leave with if we are angry, bitter, distrustful, or, worst of all, judgmental. The Mass calls us to begin by being at peace with ourselves. While we have our faults and our sinfulness, the Mass invites us to place them all before our loving God who is only too happy to grant us peace. The Mass invites us to let go of our sins and the accompanying guilt so that we can be at peace.

Being at peace does not mean that we leave church worry free. Rather, we come to accept whatever doubts remain even after the celebration is over. We remember that there can be no real faith without doubt. Peace does not translate into the absence of all problems or into certainty about all matters. False certainty leads to arrogance, which often leads to our judgmental attitude toward anyone who does not agree with us. This, of course, does not lead to peace but to harm.

To “go in peace” means more than just being at peace with ourselves. The Mass sends us forth to “go in peace” with others as well. By walking in peace, we necessarily share that peace with others, for being at peace with ourselves makes it infinitely easier to be at peace with others. The word of God that is proclaimed to us at Mass challenges us to leave behind anything that separates us from one another: jealousy, bitterness, and prejudices. Even though we may enter the church building with these burdens, we are called to turn them over to the Lord and not pick them up as we leave. To “go in peace” means that we leave with a noticeable change in ourselves. Where the world attempts to drive wedges between us and our neighbors, the Mass sends us out to bring reconciliation to those whose lives are broken and chaotic. We are sent to live in peace with one another, as manifested in our words and responses, in our offers to help others, in all our actions, and where it cannot be seen—our attitudes and feelings, thoughts and desires. We are called to bring peace to all of God’s creation.


When my daughter Amy was about five years old, she asked me, as we were leaving church one Sunday, “When can I get some peace?” My wife and I weren’t quite sure what she was talking about, so we asked her to explain what she meant. She said, “When you go up to the priest and he gives you peace . . . when can I get some, too?” She was referring to Holy Communion. Like all children at that age, they want to be a part of what the grown-ups are doing. She saw us going up to the priest to “get” something. To her, that something was “peace.” She heard, “The peace of the Lord be with you always,” and “Let us offer one another a sign of peace,” and “Grant us peace,” and, of course, “Go in peace.” She concluded that this “peace” that was being spoken of was what we were being given when we came forward for Holy Communion. In essence, she was right. When we receive the body and blood of Jesus, we open our hearts to the real presence of Jesus, the Prince of Peace. Amy understood at a very young age what the words of a famous bumper sticker are trying to communicate: “No Jesus, No Peace. Know Jesus, Know Peace.” (JSP)



The words Go in peace are not just nice words to nod our heads to because we agree with them in theory. To literally “go in peace” is an incredible challenge. As we reflect on what these words mean, we begin to realize just how transforming the Mass is supposed to be. We begin to see that because of our baptism as Christians, we are called to be different. We are called to be holy—in the words of Peter’s epistle, a people “set apart.” We begin to realize that to “go in peace” means much more than to leave with a good feeling. It means that we leave church with the intention of making peace happen in our personal lives and in what happens around us.

The Mass directs us to “go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life.” We are not just humanists who feel compelled to be nice to our brothers and sisters only. The peacemaking we do is in the name of the Lord. Our Lord is not some remote or punishing God, nor is he some pantheistic deity who is hiding in the bushes somewhere. Jesus Christ became flesh, lived among us, died for our sins, rose from the dead, and opens the gates of heaven for all of us. In the creed, we proudly proclaim our faith in a triune God—God who creates us, God who lived among us and redeems us, and God whom we experience in the depth of our being. This is the God we love and serve and take with us when we leave church. This is the God in whose name we are sent.

God’s very nature is relational, and so we find ourselves in relationship with God. That is why we are told to go in peace, glorifying the Lord by our lives. The best way to glorify God is through not only words but also deeds. We all know that love is more than just words; it moves into actions. The Mass urges us to love God by acting against injustice, violence, war, prejudice—anything and everything that gets in the way of our loving one another. We must also do the small, everyday things that strengthen our relationships with those around us. And we are also responsible to act as part of the human family. On a global level our love calls us to fulfill responsibilities that we cannot ignore. We go forth to share in Jesus’ priestly ministry, making Jesus present to the world. We go forth to share in Jesus’ ministry as prophet, speaking on behalf of the oppressed and bringing hope to those in despair. We go forth to share in Jesus’ ministry as king, serving and protecting the vulnerable who inhabit our world and providing for the needs of others, and indeed, the needs of all creation. We go forth recognizing that Jesus is present not only under the appearance of bread and wine but also in “the poor, the sick, and the imprisoned” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1373).

And finally, we are told to “glorify the Lord with our lives.” We do that best by serving others. It’s not about us. We cannot leave church with our own agendas, expecting to do things our own way. We serve and glorify our God and not ourselves. It must be God’s path we take, God’s words we speak, and God’s actions we perform. It must be God’s will that is done. After all, shortly before communion we prayed, “thy will be done” in the Lord’s Prayer. We are sent forth, with God’s blessing, to do God’s bidding. Again, this is not an easy task, because to glorify the Lord with our lives means to serve our neighbors. To glorify the Lord with our lives is something we do, not only in church, but primarily in our homes, neighborhoods, and workplaces. To make matters more challenging, God’s will quite often runs counter to our human instincts, no matter how noble we might think them to be. God’s will can also be maddeningly mysterious. This is where faith comes in. It takes faith to glorify the Lord through service. It takes great faith to respond in a way counter to what others expect, in a way that seems to isolate us, making us look different or strange. In those times of painful loneliness we need to remember that we are not alone. The Mass strengthens our faith by bringing us into communion with Jesus and our brothers and sisters. Jesus Christ, whom we took into our hearts and souls in the Eucharist, walks with us. And all those with whom we shared a sign of Christ’s peace are fighting the same battle, struggling in the same way. The Mass helps us overcome isolation and empowers us to recognize that so many others, because of their faith, are in the fight with us. And “If God is for us, who is against us?” (Romans 8:31). We will never be alone.

Given all the above, when we are sent forth to “go in peace,” our only response must be a resounding “Thanks be to God.” When we say these words, we are doing more than thanking God for what we have experienced in the past hour or so. Likewise, we are not thanking God that Mass is over, as relieved parents of a two-year-old who just made it through the liturgy with Cheerios, picture books, and a minimum of trips to the bathroom might be inclined to do. When we say, “Thanks be to God,” we are thanking God for the faith that brought us to the Mass and for all those with whom we have shared that faith: from the saints to our deceased loved ones, all of whom we have remembered in the Mass. For two thousand years, people of faith have gathered to celebrate the Eucharist. We continue to do so today, united with them all.

Most important, when we say, “Thanks be to God,” we are showing gratitude for the trust that God places in us to be Christ’s loving presence in the world. We call ourselves Christians. Christ lives and works in and through us, the people of God. We are happy to be called to the Supper of the Lamb, which prepares us to “go in peace.” When we say, “Thanks be to God,” we are thanking God profoundly and joyfully that the Mass is over and that we can leave church with a renewed commitment to make God’s love and peace real in our individual circles of influence. It’s as if we are runners at the starting line after months of training, waiting for the race to finally begin. Everything has led up to this moment. Now we will give it our best effort. We’ll see what we can do, and we’ll be ready for whatever comes our way. God has freed us from serving other “masters” that we have allowed into our lives. We are free to do what we were truly created to do: glorify the Lord through lives of loving and serving others.

With the end of the Mass in mind, we are able to go back now to the beginning of the Mass and start as we, the community of faith, enter the church—be it a cathedral in Europe, a shed in some mission land, or our local parish—and begin the celebration of the Eucharist, our sacred liturgy.

[image: ]

The world wants peace; the world needs peace. Peace is not a utopia, nor an inaccessible ideal, nor an unrealizable dream. Peace is possible. And because it is possible, peace is our duty: our grave duty, our supreme responsibility.

Blessed Pope John Paul II

Message to the United Nations Special Session

June 11, 1982
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    From Individuals to Community
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The Introductory Rites


I found myself standing in line at the Holy Thursday potluck dinner next to Joan, a middle-aged schoolteacher who had never married. In the course of our conversation, I commented about the parish’s idea of offering a simple tuna casserole dinner for Good Friday. Without hesitation, she replied, “Oh good! I get to eat with other people two days in a row!” It had never occurred to me that a number of people like Joan ate their meals alone every day. Having grown up in a family of nine children and then spending every day with my wife and two children, I rarely had to eat alone. I got to thinking about how much effort many of us put into being alone, being separated, and being individuals. We put on headphones to block out the world and have TVs in every room so we can enjoy our time alone. We hope that no one sits next to us on the train or in the movie theater so that we can enjoy some space to ourselves. We go to great lengths to avoid contact with other people. We have to be careful about what we wish for. We just might get it. (JSP)



When we “go in peace,” we go not as “lone rangers” but as members of a community. We go with a sense of belonging. We go with a sense of selflessness and of hospitality. We go with eyes that recognize others as brothers and sisters, not strangers or competitors. How do we get to this point? The fact is, from the moment we enter the church for the celebration of the Mass, we are invited or, better yet, challenged, to leave our individualism behind, which is something we’re not used to doing.

In and of itself, individualism is not a bad thing. Individualism left unchecked, however, breeds narcissism. Solitude is a valued necessity. Narcissism is a debilitating self-centeredness. While narcissism is a personality disorder, it is also a societal condition. Day after day, we are bombarded with messages from many sources that encourage us to pursue our own gratification. Whether we are aware of it or not, we tend toward self-obsession to the exclusion of others. It leads to the isolation that is sin.

A narcissistic attitude was the downfall of Adam and Eve. Obsessive self-centeredness was the temptation of the serpent, who said, in essence, “Don’t worry about God or anyone else—think of yourself!” Jesus himself was tempted in the desert to look out for his own needs instead of the needs of others. And again, in Gethsemane, Jesus was tempted to live according to the credo “my will be done” rather than “thy will be done.” Narcissistic attitudes, a form of idolatry, tempt us to offer our allegiances to a variety of things that we think will bring us gratification. No matter what, narcissism by its very nature is doomed to fail.

The Mass is a remedy for the narcissism that pervades our society.

Beginning with the Introductory Rites of the Mass, each of us is invited and challenged to enter a community and to accept the reality that “it’s not about me.” Whereas we tend to run past one another anonymously on our way in and out of train stations, airports, supermarkets, and malls, we enter church by greeting and being greeted, even if we are strangers to one another. We are met by a hospitality that says, You are not here alone. You are part of a community. This hospitality teaches us that our dignity comes not from being an individual but from being in relationship as brothers and sisters to one another.

    The Introductory Rites of the Mass are sometimes referred to as the gathering rites. This gathering, however, takes place on two levels. On one level, there is a gathering of individuals into community. The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (2011) tells us that “at Mass or the Lord’s Supper the People of God is called together” (27). It goes on to say that “in the celebration of the Mass . . . Christ is really present in the very assembly gathered in his name” (27). The Mass is a “communitarian” prayer, not a private devotion. Our participation in singing, in the dialogues between the priest and the people, in our acclamations, gestures, responses, postures, and even in shared silence are “not simply outward signs of communal celebration but foster and bring about communion between Priest and people” (34). In essence, the Introductory Rites of the Mass tell us that we cannot hope to recognize Jesus’ presence in the bread and wine if we don’t first begin to recognize his presence in those gathered around us as we prepare to celebrate.


Bruce is a deacon at St. Ailbe Parish in Chicago, a middle-class African American community. I taught Bruce when he was in the deacon program. Likewise, I had taught several other people from St. Ailbe in various lay ministry and catechist formation classes. I ran into Bruce one day, and he invited me to bring my family to St. Ailbe for Mass. A few months later, I took him up on the offer and persuaded my wife and kids to attend with me. They no doubt felt some discomfort over the notion of going to a church where they didn’t know anyone. No sooner did we walk into the church at St. Ailbe than Bruce came running up and threw his arms around me to welcome me to the parish. He then proceeded to do the same with my wife and kids, whom he had never met. They were dumbfounded that a “stranger” could be so welcoming. Better yet, they were genuinely tickled! Before another moment passed, the pastor, Fr. John, came dashing through the foyer and stopped to greet each of us in the same manner, bear hugs and all. Ten or twenty feet later, I ran into several of the people whom I taught in lay-ministry and catechist formation classes. More hugs. As we headed to our pew, one of my wife’s students from the Catholic high school at which she taught came over to greet her with a hug. Before we got to our seats, we had greeted and been greeted and hugged by at least a dozen people. Later, on the ride home, we all commented on how ironic it was that we were greeted with more warmth at a parish we were visiting than we were ever greeted with at our home parish, where we can often slip in and slip out practically unnoticed. (JSP)



As mentioned before, gathering occurs on two levels. On one, we gather to form community. Some churches, like St. Ailbe, have come to recognize that such gathering is more than a simple nicety; it is a hallmark of discipleship. However, on another level, there is a gathering within ourselves that must also take place. When we arrive at church for Mass, we need some time to gather our thoughts, our wits, and ourselves. At the parish where my wife and I usually attend, a commentator welcomes the assembly, reads the announcements for that week, and then says, “Let us take a moment to center ourselves and to remind ourselves that we are in God’s presence.” For the next sixty to ninety seconds, there is silence until the opening hymn begins—a silence that enables us to gather within as we gather together as a community. In order for this type of gathering to take place, it is important to arrive at church early, first to have some time to be greeted and to greet neighbors, but then to sit or kneel in silent reflection. This allows us to more clearly connect with our thoughts and begin the process of refocusing our attention away from ourselves and onto God and our brothers and sisters. The purpose of the Introductory Rites is not only to bring individuals together to establish communion but also to predispose ourselves to listen to God’s word actively and to celebrate the Eucharist worthily. Unless we take the time to do this, we remain wrapped up in our own concerns. Unless we take a few moments to gather ourselves, we run the risk of retaining a narcissistic attitude: obsessed with ourselves to the exclusion of others.

The various parts of the Introductory Rites help us begin this transformation. After we have settled in our places and given some silent time to gathering ourselves within, we are formally greeted and invited to turn our thoughts to the mystery of the feast or liturgical season we are celebrating. This is done either through an entrance chant or a brief introduction read by a commentator. Typically, the entrance chant is accomplished through “a suitable liturgical song.” Unfortunately, some of us refrain from singing at Mass. We think that since we don’t have a voice like a famous tenor or soprano, we should keep our mouths shut. The result, however, is that we end up separating ourselves from the larger community. We mistakenly think that by singing we may draw attention to ourselves when, by not singing, we are in fact keeping attention focused on ourselves. We would never dream of attending a birthday party and not joining in the singing of “Happy Birthday.” Singing helps us gather with our brothers and sisters. By uniting our voices, we begin the process of uniting our hearts. Singing also helps us gather ourselves since the words of the hymns invite us to focus on the works of God for which we have gathered to give thanks. Singing warms us up and opens us up to all that God is offering us.

The entrance procession also helps us gather as a community. A good way to understand the entrance procession is to compare it to a parade. For most people, a parade is something to watch. Most of us don’t get to actually walk in the parade, but we participate by watching from the sidelines and cheering for those in the parade. Why? Because most parades celebrate a victory. Parades find their roots in military conquests. When a triumphant army returned to its homeland, they would march, as if recreating the battle they had just won, giving everyone an opportunity to participate in a march toward victory. At the front of the parade would be the standard bearer, proudly proclaiming the identity of the victors.

In essence, the opening procession at Mass is a holy parade, a victory march. We may not all get to walk in the procession, but each of us—by virtue of our presence, our attention, and our participation in the triumphant song that accompanies the procession—gets to be a part of this march to victory. At the front of our holy parade is our standard bearer, the cross bearer, holding the symbol that defines who we are: followers of Jesus Christ. And just as a trophy is hoisted for all to see when a city hosts a victory, the cross stands as our trophy, God’s trophy, symbolizing his victory over sin and death. Watch the fans in the city that brings home the Stanley Cup, the National Hockey League championship trophy. They not only cheer it, they also strain to touch it, even kiss it, as it is paraded through the city. How do you feel when the victorious cross is carried up the aisle at Mass? The opening procession is the victory march of the Mass.

In our daily lives, living the Mass means that we are to live each day as a victorious people, not because we ourselves have done anything to claim victory, but because we are loved by a God who has defeated sin and death and wishes to share that victory with us through his great mercy.

    The cross, held high by an altar server, leads the procession and invites us to focus on Jesus’ selfless act of love. The candles, also held by altar servers, light our way so that we can recognize the presence of Jesus in our midst and in those gathered with us. The book of the Gospels carried reverently by a lector or deacon reminds us to clear our minds so that we truly can be receptive to God’s word. The priest, as the leader of the assembly, symbolizes the unity of all gathered in the name of Christ. The slow movement of the procession toward the sanctuary reminds us that we are all on this journey together, moving toward the Lord. When the priest and ministers bow to the altar and the priest and deacon kiss the altar, we are reminded that we have gathered around one table. Unlike a restaurant, where we can get our own private booths, this meal—more like a banquet—calls us to gather around one table. When all are in place and we have finished singing, the priest and everyone gathered make the sign of the cross by using the right hand to trace a cross from the forehead (“In the name of the Father . . .”) down to the breastbone (“and of the Son . . .”) and then from the left shoulder to the right shoulder (“and of the Holy Spirit. Amen”). This ancient Christian gesture reminds the baptized that we are sealed in Christ—we belong to him—and that we are to do all things in God’s name.


Priest: In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

People: Amen.

Priest: The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,

and the love of God,

and the communion of the Holy Spirit

be with you all.

People: And with your spirit.



We do not gather in our own name; we gather “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” The priest then extends a formal greeting to everyone present. Whereas we exchanged pleasantries and small talk with people before Mass, now we are greeted in ritual language, using words that have been used by the church since St. Paul first used them in a letter to greet the faith community at Corinth (see 2 Corinthians 13:13). This ritual language, rather than being stuffy or rigid, helps us realize that we are part of something bigger than ourselves.

This ritual greeting is much more than a way of saying hi! It is actually more of a wish than a greeting. In this respect, it can be compared to someone’s saying, “May the Force be with you” in the movie Star Wars. These words were offered whenever someone was about to take on a profound and difficult task. In the same way, our exchange with the priest, “The Lord be with you. And with your spirit,” represents our wish and the wish of the priest that we be filled with the grace we need as we undertake this profound task of celebrating the Mass. In addition, we will share this exchange three more times during the Mass: as we prepare to hear the Gospel, as we enter into the Eucharistic Prayer, and as we prepare to leave. At each of these moments, we stand on the threshold of a profound task for which we need God’s grace.

In addition, by relying on the universal language of ritual words—words that other believers in other places are sharing—the priest is shunning any temptation to make himself the focus of attention, a temptation that comes when anyone is handed a microphone! By greeting the assembly in this manner, the priest is inviting each person to enter together into the ritual of the Mass, a ritual that shapes us and converts us into community.

At first glance, we may think that the priest is drawing attention to himself by wearing special clothing, called vestments. The intent of the ritual vestments, however, is quite the opposite. The vestments, in fact, cover the priest’s individual identity and emphasize his role as priest of the gathered community. The purpose of the vestments is to conceal the priest’s individuality and to draw the congregation’s attention toward Christ, in whose name he serves. As the leader of the assembly, the priest is reminding us that, in baptism, each of us was given a garment to wear as a symbol of “putting on Christ.” Although we do not wear this outer garment to Mass, each time we enter church and dip our fingers into the holy water, we remind ourselves that we must decrease and Jesus must increase.

The Introductory Rites of the Mass begin a process of conversion. By accepting and extending hospitality; by taking the time to gather ourselves; by joining voices in song; by observing the procession that symbolizes our communal faith journey; by recognizing that we gather around one table; by beginning, not in our own name but in the name of the Holy Trinity; and by being greeted and greeting the priest with ritual language, we have opened the door to a change of heart and mind. We are called to this weekly conversion, which invites us to shift attention away from ourselves and toward others. We become aware that we are not alone but are sharing this time and space with others. As this process unfolds, we become aware that our narcissistic attitudes may have hurt others; if our attention and focus are on ourselves, we run the risk of failing to recognize the presence of God in others. It is no coincidence that, immediately after greeting and being greeted, the Mass invites us to turn our attention to our need for forgiveness.

The Other Six Days of the Week

With regard to daily life, the Introductory Rites of the Mass invite and challenge us to


[image: ]   take time on a daily basis to prayerfully gather ourselves;

[image: ]   extend hospitality to those we encounter at work, on the street, and in our homes and communities;

[image: ]   safeguard our need for solitude and privacy while remaining vigilant against the temptation to be individualistic;

[image: ]   recognize the dignity of others, who are created in the image of God;

[image: ]   invite others to walk with us on our journey, and offer to walk with others on theirs;

[image: ]   overcome narcissistic attitudes and focus on the needs of others;

[image: ]   seek out those who are alone (especially for meals) and offer our company.



[image: ]

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot were to say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear were to say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.”

1 Corinthians 12:12–21
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