
What We Pray and What We Believe Shapes How We Live

From the earliest evidence we have that describes what the celebration of the Eucharist looked like in the 
first half of the second century (from Justin the Martyr’s First Apology) through every century in the Church’s 
history to the present Roman Missal, the underlying dynamic has always been the same: Christians gather 
to celebrate the Eucharist and are then sent forth to live what they have celebrated.

The often cited phrase of the Constitution on the Church from Vatican II calls the celebration of the Eucharist 
‘the source and summit’ of the Christian life.  It has always been so.  To ‘unpack’ this assertion leads inevitably 
and invariably to appreciating the unique and central significance which the enactment of the Eucharistic 
sacrifice has had for the life of the Church as it lives its pilgrim life in the world.

The very title of this presentation – Living a Eucharistic Life – is meant to underscore this important dynamic.  
It is noted specifically by Pope Benedict XVI in his Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Sacramentum caritatis 
in at least two ways.  The first is the title of the document itself – ‘Sacrament of Charity’. The second is in 
its treatment of the Eucharist as a ‘Mystery to be Lived’.  The previous two sections on the Eucharist as a 
‘Mystery to be Believed’ and a ‘Mystery to be Celebrated’ lead seamlessly to a fulsome exploration of the 
ways in which the Eucharist is a ‘Mystery to be Lived’.

To understand the role which the Eucharist has in living a spirituality that is truly and uniquely Christian is to 
appreciate its celebration as integral to and integrative of the whole Christian life.  In the first century the cry 
of the martyrs was ‘without the Eucharist we cannot live’.  In every century in the Church’s life the perennial 
challenge has always been – and remains – what does the celebration of the Eucharist mean for living the 
Christian life?  Put slightly differently, we are challenged to understand what it means to be gathered to 
celebrate the Eucharist as the central act of our salvation, what it means for our continuing personal and 
communal sanctification and the implications this celebration has for living the Christian life in the world.

It is helpful to recall what Pope Benedict said about the adage lex orandi, lex credendi as it related to the 
enactment of the ‘mystery of faith’ in and through the Eucharist:

 34.  The Synod of Bishops reflected at length on the intrinsic relationship between 
Eucharistic faith and Eucharistic celebration, pointing out the connection between the lex 
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orandi and the lex credendi, and stressing the primacy of the liturgical action. The Eucharist 
should be experienced as a mystery of faith, celebrated authentically and with a clear 
awareness that “the intellectus fidei has a primordial relationship to the Church’s liturgical 
action.”

The Exhortation repeatedly emphasises that the celebration of the Eucharist on Sunday is the central 
sacramental of the whole Church’s life.  It emphasises and draws out the spiritual consequences of this 
celebration by discussing ‘living in accordance with the Lord’s Day’ (no.72ff.).  In effect, it expands on the 
classic adage, lex orandi, lex credendi (what we pray is what we believe) to include a third phrase, lex vivendi 
– what we pray and believe is also the law of Christian living.  The enactment of the Eucharist should shape 
and focus how we look at human life.  It should also shape and focus how we live our very human lives.  In 
the light of the dynamism of the Eucharist we can say that it encompasses nothing less than the gathering 
of the assembly to celebrate the Eucharist so that the gathered community can then be dispersed and sent 
forth to live what they have celebrated.  The enactment of the Eucharist leads to the enactment in human 
life of the Word celebrated and the Eucharistic sacrifice perpetuated.

Liturgy, Prayer and Spirituality

Making appropriate distinctions among liturgy, prayer and spirituality is important for a proper balance 
to be achieved in understanding them and in seeing their inner connectedness and relationship.  A visual 
image of how these three realities are related would be three concentric circles.  The smallest circle – in the 
centre of all three – would be liturgy, with the Eucharist as our primary focus.  The second circle surrounding 
the first would be prayer.  The third would be spirituality which would encompass the other two.  Let’s take 
each in turn.

Liturgy.  To place liturgy in the very centre of the diagram is to reflect and respect the ‘source and summit’ 
language of the documents of Vatican II.  It is notable, however, that the Constitution on the Church (no.11) 
speaks of ‘the Eucharist’ as ‘the source and summit of the Christian life’, while the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy (cf. 10) speaks of ‘liturgy’ as the source and summit of the Church’s life.  The distinction between 
‘liturgy’ and ‘Eucharist’ has been important in the Western (Catholic) Church.  ‘Liturgy’ and ‘Eucharist’ have 
been, and remain, distinguished in that the Eucharist is one of the seven Sacraments (all of which are 
liturgy).  But the term ‘liturgy’ also includes all the other rites of the Church’s public prayer: the Hours, 
dedication of a church and altar, consecration of virgins, funerals, etc.

To place ‘liturgy’ in the centre of such a diagram is to underscore that the celebration of the liturgy always is 
set within the context of other kinds of praying and living the spiritual life.  It is at the centre simply because 
it is the privileged and unique means through which believers can participate in – literally ‘take part in’ – the 
central act of our redemption – Christ’s Death and Resurrection.  Through the very act of the liturgy, we 
celebrate our dying and rising through, with and in him.

One of the gifts which Catholicism has given and continues to give the Church is a variety of ways of 
praying and ‘schools’ of spirituality.  But what is common to all of them is the celebration of the liturgy.  This 
is to say that whatever kind of prayer we engage in outside of the liturgy or whatever our particular slant 
on living the spiritual life, the one thing that we all have in common is the celebration of the liturgy.  Put 
somewhat negatively, we can assert that Catholics are required to participate at Sunday Mass, while other 
kinds of praying, even adoration of the reserved Sacrament (a highly laudable and, for many, very satisfying 
way of praying) are not required.  It is the Eucharistic liturgy, understood as the enactment of the ‘mystery 
of faith’ and the ‘work of our redemption’ that is a necessary part of Catholic, Christian life.  As the early 
fourth century (Abitene) martyrs stated, ‘Without the Eucharist we cannot exist’.
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First, that liturgy is prayer.  While it can be described as a number of other things (public worship, ritual, 
celebration, etc), liturgy is essentially the Church’s prayer.  It is always the prayer of and for the whole 
worldwide Church.  One of the meanings of the term ‘catholic’ is ‘universal’.  The liturgy is always truly 
‘catholic’ in that it is always a celebration of the widest possible community of believers.

Second, the liturgy as prayer is related to other kinds of prayer, for example, meditation, devotions, adoration, 
lectio divina.  The meaning of the second circle is that each of us can benefit from a number of other kinds 
of prayer in addition to liturgical prayer.  In fact, one way to appreciate how the liturgy is the ‘summit and 
source’ of the Christian life is to understand that it must be placed on a firm basis and foundation.  That 
foundation is our relationship with God and each other nurtured by prayer of various kinds, with the liturgy 
at its centre.  The definition of liturgy as ‘the public prayer of the Church’ clearly recognises that there are 
other kinds of prayer which are part of the Church’s tradition.

Spirituality.  The largest of the concentric circles is ‘spirituality’.  This is because it encompasses nothing 
less than the entirety of the Christian life.  It means living the Christian life in the communities to which 
we belong (family, parish, school, campus, work, civil organisations, social groups, home location etc.).  It 
means living the Christian life in the world as the Gospel’s witnesses.  The first two concentric circles – liturgy 
and prayer – shape and form us to be who we are and are ever called to be – heralds of the Good News.

One advantage of offering three concentric circles to describe these realities is that it immediately and 
graphically demonstrates that liturgy is not something that takes us away from other prayer nor does it 
take us away from the world in which we live our spiritual lives.  Liturgy is always set within the context(s) 
of wider community and in service to the wider world.  One of its goals is to help us live the converted, 
committed life more and more fully.  Liturgy is not a cult that cuts us off from the world.  It is a ritual action 
of salvation that helps us serve God in the world.

Spirituality is the life context for both prayer and liturgy.  Definitions and descriptions of spirituality abound.  
Among them the following might serve as a focus and touchstone for us as Catholics:

 Spirituality is a way of thinking and acting in the world based on the Gospel as received in, 
and proclaimed in the Catholic Church.  It is always corporate in that it incorporates one into 
the communal, ecclesial search for God.  It is always corporate in the way it enables members 
to take countercultural positions with integrity and boldness when necessary, bolstered by 
ecclesial and communal identification and living.  Spirituality is leading the life of virtue in 
harmony with the Gospel and the Church’s teachings and practices.

A liturgical spirituality (in particular a Eucharistic spirituality) is one that is shaped, nourished, fostered and 
deepened by the celebration of the liturgy.  Much of what follows is an attempt to ‘unpack’ what this means.

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy: Principles about Spirituality derived from the 
Liturgy

Liturgy and Life/Liturgy in Life

There is no better place to begin a discussion of liturgical spirituality than by framing it within the bold 
assertion that ‘the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same 
time it is the fount from which all the Church’s power flows’ (no. 10).  What immediately follows is extremely 
important to help flesh out what this assertion means, namely ‘the aim and object of apostolic works is 
that all who are made children of God by faith and Baptism should come together to praise God in the 
midst of his Church, to take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord’s Supper’.  In other words, the aim is to 
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integrate liturgy and mission in such a way that they are seen to be parallel and complementary aspects of 
an integrated Christian life – with the liturgy understood as central, pivotal and essential.

This sense of balance is seen in the paragraph of the Constitution immediately preceding (no.9) which 
asserts that: 

 The liturgy does not exhaust the entire activity of the Church. Before people can come to the 
liturgy they must be called to faith and to conversion. . . To believers, also, the Church must ever 
preach faith and penance; she must prepare them for the sacraments, teach them to observe 
all that Christ has commanded, and invite them to all the works of charity, worship and the 
apostolate.  

We can point to three examples of how this happens in and through the celebration of the Eucharist:

 (1) The proclamation of the Scriptures in the Liturgy of the Word.  Both for the baptised and 
confirmed as well as for the catechumens and candidates seeking entrance into the Catholic 
Church, the proclamation of the Word invites and deepens one’s conversion to Christ in the 
Church. 

 (2)  The praying of the Prayer of the Faithful (Universal Prayer) as a consequence to the 
proclamation of the Word.  This affords the assembly the opportunity and responsibility to go 
beyond itself by naming and praying for those in need.  These prayers often involve conflicts 
throughout the world; those in particular need (financial, personal, spiritual); those who are 
oppressed, sick, dying or deceased.  These prayers can serve to remind the Eucharistic assembly 
of the universality of the Church and that one of the challenges of the assembly is to engage in 
communal self transcendence.  

 (3) The collection of gifts and their presentation at the altar.  Traditionally this was the ‘classic’ 
liturgical locus where the material needs of the local community were met.  To this day in 
some parts of the world this part of the Eucharist involves an elaborate procession of the 
entire assembly with foodstuffs to be shared with the community’s poor.  After Mass they 
are distributed and sent home.  The phrase at the end of the Roman Canon before the Final 
Doxology refers to this act of charity when it says (of Christ):

 Through whom 
you continue to make all these good things, O Lord, 
you sanctify them, fill them with life,  
bless them, and bestow them upon us.

This refers to the gifts that were brought up along with the Eucharistic gifts of bread and wine.  After the 
community has shared the Body and Blood of the Lord in Communion they are sent forth with food for the 
poor.

Sometimes the ministers responsible for this act of charity were Deacons.  The very same ministers who 
announce the petitions in the Prayer of the Faithful and who assist the Priest at the altar, are also the ones 
whose ministry leads (demands?) them to bring food to those in need.  Deacons can and should serve as a 
permanent reminder of the intrinsic relationship between liturgy and the rest of life, between serving God 
in the prayer of the liturgy and in the service of others in daily life.

While asserting the privileged place which the liturgy has in the life of a Christian, the Constitution goes on 
to contextualise it within a wider understanding of the spiritual life.  It asserts:



Living a Eucharistic Life, The Rev. Monsignor Kevin W. Irwin

5

 The spiritual life, however, is not limited solely to participation in the liturgy. Christians are 
indeed called to pray with each other, but they must also enter into their chamber to pray to 
the Father in secret; furthermore, according to the teaching of the Apostle, they should pray 
without ceasing (no.12).

The admonition from St. Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians 5:17 – ‘Pray without ceasing’ – has been 
used in much patristic and monastic literature to refer to the way the celebration of liturgical prayer (often 
specifically the Liturgy of the Hours) should lead to an attitude whereby we also pray at other times of the 
day.  The celebration of the liturgy serves as a ritual reminder of this admonition to pray throughout the 
day.  Again, the premise here is to view the liturgy as a privileged but not exclusive locus for our prayer.

The Primacy of Liturgy and Other Kinds of Prayer

The primary focus of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy was to enunciate principles for the reform 
of the Roman Liturgy.  These principles provided a basis for understanding the celebration of the liturgy 
theologically and spiritually.  The Constitution did not, however, contain an exhaustive treatment of the 
theology and spirituality of the liturgy.

It did, however, address the question of ‘popular devotions’. It stated: ‘Popular devotions of the Christian 
people are to be highly endorsed, provided they accord with the laws and norms of the Church . . .’ (no.13). 
It immediately went on to clarify the relationship between such devotions and the liturgy: 

 These devotions should be so fashioned that they harmonize with the liturgical seasons, accord 
with the sacred liturgy, are in some way derived from it, and lead the people to it, since, in fact, 
the liturgy by its very nature surpasses any of them. 

While there are a number of challenges and implications which can be derived from these important 
assertions, the following seven principles are offered as examples of the theology underpinning the 
revised Eucharistic liturgy.  These principles might well be kept in mind and offered in catechesis about the 
relationship of the liturgy to other kinds of prayer, including popular devotions.

One way of appropriating these seven principles would be to read over the texts and rites of the revised 
Missal and see how these themes are repeatedly addressed and how what is articulated in the liturgy can 
shape the way we view and appreciate the depth of what the liturgy is.  These seven principles, found in the 
Church’s liturgy, should also find their way into other kinds of prayer forms, both personal and public.  They 
also might help in rewriting or recasting some ‘tried and true’ devotions in order that they might conform 
to the Council’s mandate.  Here the liturgy is understood to be a privileged ‘school for Christian prayer and 
devotion’.  

Seven Principles of Theology Underpinning the Revised Eucharistic Liturgy

1. Sacramentality – ‘What Earth Has Given, Fruit of the Vine, Work of Human Hands’

All Catholic liturgy presumes the use of and reflection on the things of the earth.  In the book of Genesis 
everything that God creates is named ‘good’.  We live on this good earth and enjoy its produce.  Our 
hungers are satisfied by its fruitfulness.  Our thirsts are slaked by its water.  While many faith traditions share 
these benefits and these premises, it is Catholicism which has made the use of the things of this earth a 
cornerstone of its public prayer.  Even in the scripturally based Liturgy of the Hours the light and darkness 
of morning and evening are noted time and time again to show that the rhythms of the cosmos are indeed 
reflected in the daily rhythms of the Church’s liturgical prayer.
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When it comes to the Sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist, the use of the things of the earth is at centre 
stage.  In Baptism we use water, the only element without which we cannot live.  Anyone involved in the 
heart wrenching decisions about nutrition and hydration for the aged and terminally ill knows only too 
well how a decision about giving them water is a decision about life itself.  We need water to live.  How 
important and appropriate it is that we use water in the act of Baptism – the Sacrament that gives us new 
life in and through Christ.  Like light and darkness, water is nature’s gift to us.  In Baptism it is a natural 
symbol, given by God and used in the Church’s worship of God.

In the Eucharist we use bread and wine which we call the ‘work of human hands’ and the ‘fruit of the vine’.  
Unlike the ‘natural’ symbols from creation (like light and darkness and water) bread and wine are the result 
of human manufacture from the things of this earth.  Bread and wine sustain life and festivity.  Consecrated 
bread and wine sustain us in the life of Christ granted in Baptism, a life which is hope- and joy-filled.

The very use of the things of the earth in liturgy makes a statement about the world in which we live.  This 
principle of sacramentality means that we do not shun or leave the world when we worship God in the 
liturgy.  Rather we revere the earth and its produce.  To worship God presumes that we use things from this 
world to worship God.  Yet another statement is made when in the liturgy we use things from the world 
which human beings have worked with and produced such as bread and wine.  That is, we revere and count 
on the work of human hands, a phrase that reflects on the value of the earth and our gratitude to God for 
our place in the world.  It also recalls the cycle of planting, harvesting and baking/fermenting that go into 
making wheat and wine for the bread of life and the cup of eternal salvation.  What we use outside the 
liturgy – food and drink – are used in the Eucharistic liturgy to worship God and grant us his grace through 
his Son who came to live on this good earth in order to lead us to union with God for ever.

At the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday we pray in the Prayer over the Offerings that 
through the action of this Eucharist the work of our redemption is being accomplished.  The intersection (not 
to say integration) of the things of this earth with the things of God is underscored here and is an essential 
foundation for our understanding of what it means to use the things of this earth in the (Eucharistic) liturgy.

It is also particularly notable that on this solemn night at the Presentation of the Gifts ‘there may be a 
procession of the faithful in which the gifts for the poor may be presented with the bread and wine’.  This 
harkens to the time in the early Church (certainly in Rome throughout the fifth century) when the gifts in 
the procession were precisely that – gifts for the Eucharist and foodstuffs for the poor. It is also notable that 
Deacons were often responsible for the collection of gifts.  This was a particularly appropriate liturgical role 
since it underscores that it is the Deacon’s responsibility to take the gifts to those most in need.  Here the 
ministers at the altar are the ministers of the Church’s charity.

2. Word – ‘Always a New Event’

One of the chief features of all post Vatican II revised liturgical rituals is that each of them has a Liturgy 
of the Word.  In addition they all have a wide selection of Scripture texts to draw from in their respective 
‘lectionaries’. This pattern should be the model for any and all Christian prayer outside the liturgy.  We are a 
‘People of the Book’ in that our faith has its roots in the revealed Word of God.  Devotions should assist us 
in penetrating this ever more fully and deeply.

There is something unique and particular about the proclamation of the Word at the liturgy, namely, that 
what we hear is occurring both through the proclamation itself and our hearing of it.  The proclamation of 
the Scriptures is the moment during the Eucharist when the paradigmatic events of our salvation occur still 
among us, precisely through their being proclaimed.  This makes an activity like lectio divina (a prayerful 
reading of the Scriptures) very important, because it prepares us for the proclamation of the Word at Mass 
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and it continues to deepen within us the biblical literacy and familiarity which the liturgy presumes.  It can 
only be hoped that lectio divina and the proclamation of the Scriptures in the liturgy can help the Scriptures 
to become second nature to us and be our companion on the journey of life.  For those who proclaim the 
Scriptures in the liturgy (lectors, Deacons, Priests) this kind of prayer is indispensable in order that they 
understand the fullness of saving history as they proclaim discrete parts of it at a particular liturgy.

One of the particular challenges which the restored proclamation of the Scriptures in the liturgy offers us 
is to engage in a deeper study of the Scriptures both individually and in courses, with the aim of increasing 
our appreciation of why and how certain scriptural texts are proclaimed in the liturgy.  The chief resource 
is the Lectionary for Mass itself, which gives us particular biblical passages proclaimed at particular times.  
Here the liturgical year offers us a lens through which to read the Scriptures and gives us a context for 
interpretation.  This would mean, for example, studying the Prologue to the Gospel of St. John (chapter 
one) as it is proclaimed on Christmas Day.  Important aspects of this text include its reference to creation 
and to acclaiming Christ as ‘the Word’ who became flesh, dwelt among us, whose glory we have seen (Jn 
1:14).  To hear this text at Christmas reminds us that in this feast we are again made sharers in the divine life 
through Christ, the Incarnate Word of God.

The example of the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday once again offers rich insight 
about the value of the proclamation of the Scriptures at the Eucharist.  The First Reading from Exodus 12 
(1-8, 11-14) recounts the prescriptions for the Passover.  The last verse about this being ‘a memorial feast ... 
[to] celebrate as a perpetual institution’ is enormously rich in terms of how it can be applied to the liturgy 
as a memorial commemoration of the Lord’s Death and Resurrection (more in the third principle below).

The Responsorial Psalm offers the community the opportunity to respond prayerfully to what was just 
proclaimed by the use of Ps 116 and a refrain adapted from 1 Cor 10:16 ‘Our blessing cup is a communion 
in the blood of Christ’.

This is followed by St. Paul’s account of the Last Supper from 1 Cor 11:23-26.  Again the phrase ‘in 
remembrance of me’ strikes an important and highly responsive chord as this text is proclaimed at this first 
of the liturgies of the Easter (Paschal) Triduum – the highpoint of the Church’s liturgical year.

The Gospel account from John 13:1-15 about Jesus’ washing the feet of the disciples offers us not only 
the Johannine account of the Last Supper but also the perennially important paradigm that what we do 
ritually at the altar in enacting the memorial of the Paschal Mystery should have its resonance in a life lived 
in service of others.  What more appropriate way to underscore that all liturgy leads to growth in Christian 
virtue and service than this account of foot washing as an essential complement to table fellowship with 
the Lord at the altar?

Knowledge of the Scriptures includes knowledge of the Psalter, which has always been a staple of worship 
in both Judaism and Christianity.  The Psalms give words to the range of human emotions – from deep 
conversion and an intimate knowledge of God to experiencing a distancing from God, almost to the point 
of despair.  To use the Psalter in our devotional prayer challenges us to deeper trust in God as well as 
encourage us when our faith is indeed weak and we feel very distant from God.

3. Paschal Mystery – ‘All Liturgy Is Paschal’

The uniqueness of the liturgy is that it is the Church’s privileged means whereby believers participate in 
(take part in, become sharers with) the Paschal Mystery of Christ.  Two examples from the Roman Liturgy 
serve to underscore this truth.
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(1) The General Instruction describes the celebration of Mass ‘as the action of Christ and of the People of 
God’ (no.16). The ecclesial nature of the celebration and  is never more in evidence than in the words of 
the Eucharistic Prayer and in the Collect, the Prayer over the Offerings and the Prayer after Communion, 
which are addressed to God by the Priest in the name of God’s holy people. The participation of the entire 
gathered assembly, the Body of Christ, in the prayers of the liturgy is made clear in the Priest’s invitation 
in the Preface Dialogue of the Eucharistic Prayer Let us give thanks to the Lord our God, in  addressing God 
in the Eucharistic Prayers by use of the pronoun ‘we’ (e.g., Roman Canon: To you, therefore, most merciful 
Father, we make humble prayer and petition through Jesus Christ . . .), in the invitation Let us pray before the 
Collect and Prayer after Communion, and in the words Pray, brothers and sisters before the Prayer over the 
Offerings. Furthermore, the conclusions of these prayers (Through him, and with him, and in him. . . . in the 
Final Doxology of the Eucharistic Prayer, Through our Lord Jesus Christ your Son . . . at the end of the Collect, 
and Though Christ our Lord at the end of the Prayers over the Offerings and after Communion) all affirm that 
Christ our Lord, who has suffered, died and rose for us, is the mediator of our prayer to the Father.  To name 
‘Christ our Lord’ at the conclusion of the Church’s liturgical prayers, therefore, is to invoke the resurrected 
Christ as our unique mediator with God, who never ceases to intercede for us at the right hand of the Father 
(cf. Rom 8:34; Heb 1:30). The conclusions of the prayers acknowledge that God the Father chose for his Son 
to redeem us through his  humiliation, suffering, betrayal, dying and ultimate rising and ascending to his 
Father’s right hand in glory.  To speak the phrase ‘Christ our Lord’ is to use shorthand to cite how Christ’s 
Passion, Death and Resurrection unite us to the Father as the community of the saved, the redeemed.

(2) The ‘mystery of faith’ acclamation (Memorial Acclamation) which was added to the Eucharistic Prayers 
in the Roman Rite after Vatican II.  The accumulation of ‘paschal’ words which the assembly sings helps 
underscore the paschal character of all liturgy:

 We proclaim your Death, O Lord, 
and profess your Resurrection until you come again.

 When we eat this Bread  
and drink this Cup, 
we proclaim your death, O Lord, until you come again.

 Save us, Savior of the world,  
for by your Cross and Resurrection you have set us free.

One consequence of the paschal centredness of the liturgy is that other kinds of prayer deserve this same 
paschal quality.  The liturgy’s linking of death and resurrection, humiliation and glorification, betrayal and 
reconciliation offer helpful paradigms for personal prayer which might emphasise one aspect of these 
profound realities in isolation or as distinct from each other.  Put simply, prayer about suffering should 
always be done from the perspective of the hope that comes from the resurrection.  Conversely, prayer 
about the resurrection should always be grounded in the reality that triumph came about after suffering, 
humiliation, betrayal and death.  The resurrection does not offer ‘cheap grace’.  It offers us enduring hope 
and a totally new life because it came about after facing into and dealing with the most profound and 
hurtful of human realities.

But when the Resurrection of Christ is appreciated as the centre of our faith it becomes the hopeful lens 
through which we view and deal with our own weakness, sickness, terminal illness, humiliations and 
defeats in our daily life.  When brought to prayer in light of the Paschal Mystery they are truly transformed 
because of and by our participation in Christ’s saving Death and Resurrection.
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The Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday is filled with paschal references, starting with the 
Entrance Antiphon (adapted from Gal 6:14): We glory in the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The paschal motif 
is carried over into the Collect with its particular reference to Christ’s willingness to accept death for our 
salvation:

 We gather, O God, for the most sacred Supper,  
in which your Only Begotten Son, 
when he was about to hand himself over to death, 
entrusted to the Church for ever  
the new sacrifice and the banquet of his love; 
grant us, we pray, 
that out of so great a mystery 
we may draw the fullness of charity and life.

The paschal motif is widened in the Prayer over the Offerings: 

 Grant us, O Lord, we pray,  
that we may participate worthily in these mysteries, 
for whenever the memorial of this sacrifice is celebrated 
the work of our redemption is accomplished.

It is reiterated in the Preface for the Most Holy Eucharist with its particular emphasis on Christ as eternal 
High Priest and the offering done as a ‘memorial’:

 For he is the true and eternal Priest 
who instituted the form of an everlasting sacrifice, 
and was first to offer himself as the saving Victim, 
commanding us to make this offering as his memorial. 
As we eat his Flesh that was sacrificed for us, we are made strong 
and, as we drink his Blood that was poured out for us, 
we are washed clean...

Especially in the Roman Canon the paschal motif of the liturgy is specified in the memorial section of the 
Eucharistic Prayer, where we pray:  

 Therefore, O Lord, 
as we celebrate the memorial of the blessed Passion,  
the Resurrection from the dead, 
and the glorious Ascension into heaven  
of Christ, your Son, our Lord, 
we, your servants and your holy people,  
offer to your glorious majesty 
from the gifts that you have given us, 
the pure victim, 
the holy victim,  
the spotless victim, 
the holy Bread of eternal life 
and the Chalice of everlasting salvation.          

The Prayer after Communion reminds us of the eschatological (‘not yet’) dimension of all liturgy:
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 Grant, almighty God, that, just as we are renewed 
by the Supper of your Son in the present age, 
so may we enjoy his banquet for all eternity.

The celebration of the liturgy (in this instance the Eucharist on Holy Thursday evening) is the privileged 
place and the means whereby we are drawn into and appropriate the Paschal Mystery of Christ in our lives.  
To do that most effectively we need to access the strengths and weaknesses in our lives, the successes and 
failures, the sources of real growth in God and those things that hinder our growth in God and to bring 
these to the celebration of the liturgy.  It is there that the gathered assembly can experience what we pray 
in the first Preface of Easter (subtitled ‘The Paschal Mystery’):

 For he is the true Lamb 
who has taken away the sins of the world; 
by dying he has destroyed our death,  
and by rising restored our life.

It is precisely in the celebration of the liturgy that the dying and rising of Christ intersects with our very 
human lives in need of redemption and sanctification.  Nothing could be more consoling than to realise 
that it is through this celebration that our deaths and defeats in life have been overcome, and that from 
the Resurrection of Christ comes our real life.  One of the purposes of celebrating the liturgy is so that we 
can put life – real life with all its fragility and all of its joys – into proper perspective.  That perspective is the 
Paschal Mystery of Christ, accomplished once and for all and yet continually appropriated by the Church in 
the celebration of the liturgy.

4. Trinity – ‘Prayer to and Incorporation into a Three Personed God’

As early as the mid second century Christians were engaged in searching for appropriate names for the 
God of the Scriptures, in particular the God as revealed in the New Testament.  The lasting approach to 
‘naming God’ which makes its way into every liturgy that the Christian Church celebrates is calling upon 
God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  This approach stands in counter distinction to an approach that ‘names’ 
God in terms of functions, capabilities or tasks accomplished (e.g., ‘creator’, ‘redeemer’, ‘sanctifier’).  While 
such words are useful to describe attributes about God, the Church chose to use ‘Father’, ‘Son’, and ‘Spirit’ in 
order to underscore that the God we believe in is a ‘three personed God’ (to quote the theologian William 
Hill, O.P.) and that in naming the persons in God we also name the fact that we, human persons, can and 
do have a relationship with God.

Fundamentally, the biblical God is a God of relationships and relatedness.  He is a God whose overarching 
concern was and is to invite us, followers and fellow believers, into a relationship with him.  The way the Old 
Testament recounts how God’s chosen people relate to the ‘God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ is important 
because it underscores the abiding union that God invites his followers into through the covenant.

The Old and New Testaments are filled with references to all that God has done and continues to do for 
us, his chosen people, to save, redeem, sanctify and liberate us from sin and death.  The technical term for 
these is captured in the phrase the Magnalia Dei – God’s mighty and wonderful deeds for us.  Every prayer 
in the revised liturgy which we use to bless people or things recount these deeds of salvation in order to 
remind us that it is through the liturgy, uniquely and in a privileged way, that we become partakers in what 
God has accomplished for us and for our salvation.  At the same time the recounting of the Magnalia Dei 
has as one of its aims to draw us into the very being of the three personed God, the Trinity.  What we pray 
in the liturgy about all that God has done for us is what we experience still through the very words and 
actions of the liturgy.  And this is accomplished through the active presence and work of the triune God.
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If we take the Eucharistic Prayers at Mass we notice that they all begin by addressing God the Father, and 
many almost immediately invoke Jesus as our mediator with the Father:

 It is truly right and just, our duty and our salvation, 
always and everywhere to give you thanks, 
Lord, holy Father, almighty and eternal God, 
through Christ our Lord.

The Final Doxology of the Eucharistic Prayer acclaims that it is through Christ (Through him, and with him, 
and in him) in the unity of the Holy Spirit that the Church has the possibility and then the privilege of 
addressing and thanking God the Father for all his great deeds of salvation worked in the past (Exodus, 
Passion, Death and Resurrection of Christ) as they are experienced anew and afresh at the Eucharist itself.

The liturgy invites us to appreciate and experience anew the breadth and depth of what God has already 
accomplished for us and for our salvation.  To offer praise and thanks by naming three persons in God is 
crucial to the whole enterprise of our salvation simply because deeds and names are part of each other in 
the Scriptures and they are intrinsically connected in what we experience in and through the liturgy.  

Naming the Trinity as three persons is a continual reminder that the triune God is a mystery to be pondered 
and appropriated.  While the privileged place to do this is at the liturgy, it should also be part of other kinds 
of prayer and provide a critique when our prayer approaches God as ‘to whom it may concern’ or when we 
become so comfortable with naming God’s attributes that we forget that our God is a God of relationship 
and relatedness, not a God who is totally divorced from our world and from our lives as believers. 

In the celebration of the liturgy we experience a kaleidoscope of images and likenesses for God revealed 
through the texts of the Mass.  The Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper again provides the following excellent 
examples:

 Only Begotten Son – this important term in the Collect describes at least two things: who Jesus 
is in relation to God the Father and who we are as children of God (similarly ‘begotten’ of the 
Father).  The term ‘only’ reflects the truth that Jesus is the unique Son of God and as such the 
unique mediator of our salvation from God.  The term ‘begotten’, when applied to the Church, 
recalls what occurs to us at Baptism – that we are made sharers in the divine life and partakers 
in the mystery of God.  This is to say that to ‘name’ the Second Person of the Trinity in this way 
in the liturgy refers both to Jesus and to the community of the redeemed who are intrinsically 
related to and live in relationship with God - the Father, Son and Spirit.

 The memorial of this Victim is celebrated – this phrase in the Prayer over the Offerings puts a 
sacrificial cast on the Paschal Mystery.  While we can never separate cross from resurrection, 
humiliation from exaltation, or dying from rising, the Latin term used here (hostia) really 
refers to the sacrifice which Christ uniquely accomplished once and for all.  That the modifier 
‘memorial of...’ used in this prayer refers to the way in which the liturgy is uniquely the 
commemoration of this once for all sacrifice, our experience of its entire saving effects here 
and now in our lives.  Again what surfaces here is the way that a term that on one level refers to 
Christ, on another level refers simultaneously to the community of the Church and the way the 
Church is drawn into the mystery of the divine life of God through the liturgy.

 O God, almighty Father, in the unity of the Holy Spirit.  This phrase is from the Final Doxology at 
the end of every Eucharistic Prayer. What it does is to recap how the Eucharistic Prayer begins 
by addressing God, delineates the way Christ redeemed us and its benefits, and concludes 
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with a reference to the Holy Spirit.  This classical formula is an important statement of our faith 
in the Trinity and the way the Trinity acts to enable the saving work of our redemption to be 
accomplished through the liturgy.  And yet, once again, the phrase ‘in the unity of. . .’ needs 
to be unpacked.  On one level it refers to the three Persons who comprise God. On another 
level, however, it refers to the community of the Church as it is incorporated into the Trinity. 
In classical liturgical language ‘in the unity’ is both a reference to God and to the Church as 
drawn into and receiving life from the Trinity.  It is a reassertion that what was accomplished in 
Baptism –our partaking in the mystery of the divine life – is renewed and strengthened in and 
through the Eucharist, understood as Baptism’s renewal.

The richness of ‘God language’ as found in liturgical texts might well encourage our personal prayer to be 
similarly precise in order to sustain in our personal prayer the same dynamic at work in the liturgy.  The 
variety of images and likenesses we use to describe God in the liturgy can help enliven our personal prayer 
so that it can always be a personal conversation with and in the three personed God.

5. Church – Be pleased to confirm in faith and charity your pilgrim Church on earth.

A corollary of this understanding of God is that we go to and experience God together as a community of 
believers.  We who are related to God in and through covenant religion are ourselves related to each other 
as fellow believers.  The datum of Judaeo-Christian revelation and liturgy is that we go to God together.

It is not a coincidence that 99% of the pronouns that the Church uses in our liturgy to name who we are 
and our need for God are in the plural: ‘we’, ‘our’, and ‘us’.  Covenant religion is always essentially about our 
relationship with God and the support and challenge that comes from that fact.  As the words of Eucharistic 
Prayer IV assert:

 Time and again you offered them covenants 
and through the Prophets taught them to look forward to salvation.

The inner dynamic reflected here is the constant dynamic of biblical religion – God invites and we respond.  
But notice that it is the ‘we’ who respond.  Essentially all Christian liturgy is about the enactment of the 
Paschal Mystery in and among the community that is the Church.  The covenants forged with our forebears 
in the faith – from the Old Testament covenants to the new and eternal covenant in the Blood of Christ 
– coalesce in the communal (yet very personal) covenant we experience first at Baptism and then as it is 
renewed in and through the Eucharistic liturgy.

In terms of spirituality we can say that the challenge derived from Church-belonging and Church-
consciousness is that we who celebrate the sacred mysteries of Christ are then challenged to communal 
self-transcendence.  That is to say, we who are nourished at the altar are then to be members of a community 
that assumes its proper responsibility to engage in mission and action outside of the Eucharist.  As the 
petition in Eucharistic Prayer III states:

 Be pleased to confirm in faith and charity 
your pilgrim Church on earth. . . .

Notice the important image ‘pilgrim’ used to modify the Church.  The Church is a pilgrim in the sense that 
it is the community of believers on their way to complete union with and in God in eternity.  Before we are 
called from this life to the next we are the imperfect, pilgrim Church on earth.  This means that we who are 
the Church of Christ on this earth must strive to become the less imperfect Church.  For that to happen we 
need to be re-shaped and re-formed in God’s image and likeness through the Eucharist and other acts of 
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the Sacred Liturgy.

It is a classical assertion that one of the main purposes of the celebration of the Eucharist is to build up the 
Church.  Hence there is a Church-centredness in every celebration of the Eucharist.  Herein lies a challenge, 
namely, that the Church on earth may be seen in the world as the community that lives and exemplifies 
its identity before the world.  No celebration of the liturgy is ever only about itself or closed in on itself.  It 
is always about the wider, universal Church and how the Church sees itself as a ‘sacrament of salvation’ for 
the whole world.

In every Eucharistic liturgy there are two places in particular when the local, gathered assembly prays with 
and for the universal Church.  The first is when the Pope and Bishop are named in the Eucharistic Prayer.  
Their explicit naming should not be seen to be about them as individuals but as shepherds of the universal 
Church and local Church (that is, the diocese).  Every celebration of the liturgy (especially the Eucharist) is 
always in communion with the whole Church (cf. Roman Canon).

The second place is in the Prayer of the Faithful (Universal Prayer).  The fact that after the proclamation of 
the Scriptures and the homily the assembly is to focus on ‘general’ intercession in the Prayer of the Faithful 
means that we turn our minds and hearts to the needs of the wider Church and the wider world.  The 
admonition of the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (no. 69) in this connection is very helpful when 
it states that the assembly engages in prayer for the salvation of all, ‘exercising the office of their baptismal 
priesthood’.  This is an explicit naming of what the baptised always do as they engage in the liturgy in 
communion with the ordained, installed and other liturgical ministers.  The celebration of the Eucharist is 
always done with and among an ensemble of ministers and ministries on behalf of and as an articulation 
of the baptismal priesthood of all.

Again, some examples from the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper can be illustrative:

 Entrusted to the Church for ever.  It is rare to find a reference to the Church in a Collect (unlike 
the Eucharistic Prayer which is filled with such references).  Hence it is important to note its 
place in this prayer at the start of the Holy Thursday liturgy.  In effect, however, it is simply a 
straightforward assertion that every act of liturgy is by, with and for the Church.  Liturgy is 
always about the common prayer of the assembly of all believers.  It is a poignant reminder of 
what St. Augustine asserted about the relationship of the Eucharist and the Church, namely 
that we who are the Body of Christ on earth celebrate the Eucharist to receive the Body of Christ 
in this Sacrament in order that we might be the more perfect reflection of God as the Church in 
the world.

 We offer.  Among the classical phrases used in the Roman Canon to describe the Eucharistic 
action is the phrase we offer or variations of it such as we humbly pray,  we ask you to accept 
and bless, we pray, we celebrate, we ask you. These phrases are simple, subtle yet theologically 
important assertions that the entire gathered assembly joins the Priest in celebrating the 
Sacred Liturgy and in offering this act of praise to the Father.  It underscores that in no way 
is the assembly passive.  In fact active participation in the liturgy is to be presumed.  The 
celebration of the liturgy is a celebration by the baptismal priesthood and the ordained 
priesthood in this act of thanks and praise for God’s gifts of redemption and salvation.

 

 We, Our, Us.  As simple as it is to assert, all liturgical prayer is from and about the Church.  And 
in the liturgy, the pronouns we use are theologically important.  They are almost all plural.  
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Even the Priest who is charged to pray and act ‘in the name of Christ’ (in persona Christi capitis 
ecclesiae) does this on behalf of and in the name of the Church.

In the contemporary culture - which prizes ‘oneself’ - this Church emphasis can be both a challenge and 
a consolation.  It can be a challenge because it asks me not to put ‘myself’ first and foremost but the 
community to which I belong.  Negotiating the legitimate concerns of oneself with those of the common 
good is never easy.  Selfishness can be hard to overcome.  But the foundation on which the liturgy is based 
is the communal, covenantal relationship which the particular, gathered assembly enjoys with God and the 
entire Church, universal, diocesan, parochial.

At the same time, this Church-consciousness is also an enormous consolation in that it reminds us that we 
are never alone, we always belong, and we are always part of something bigger than we are as individuals.  
The very gathering of the assembly to celebrate weddings, funerals, baptisms, anointing of the sick as well 
as for Mass is a statement of belonging and of relationship.  Indeed no one is alone nor can be alone in the 
Church.  This truth is never more important than when we experience separation or distance from God.  It is 
then that members of the Church are signs and instruments of God with us in the persons and personalities 
of fellow believers.

6. Thanks and Praise – ‘An Attitude of Gratitude’

At the beginning of every Eucharistic Prayer the following words are spoken in dialogue between Priest 
and people:

 Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. 
It is right and just.

Then the Priest prays:

 It is truly right and just, our duty and our salvation, 
always and everywhere to give you thanks, 
Lord, holy Father, almighty and eternal God. . . 

This double use of the word ‘thanks’ makes explicit what the Eucharist is – an act of giving thanks to God 
for all his deeds of redemption which extend to the present enactment of the Paschal Mystery of Christ.

The lexical background to the Greek word for ‘to give thanks’ (eucharistein) is the Hebrew term berakah a 
multi-faceted word with a cluster of meanings: praise, glory, honour and thanks – all uttered in common 
and for the good of the whole community.  To utter the terms berakah and eucharistein is to engage in an 
event in which we ‘bless’ and offer thanks to God who in turn blesses us with the gift of enacting his Son’s 
paschal dying and rising.  While more often than not we think of ‘blessing’ as something which we attach 
or do to a person or thing, in biblical religion and in the world of the liturgy ‘to bless’ actually means that 
we acknowledge that all we have and are comes from God. It is our privilege and responsibility to do that 
in and through the words of the entire Eucharistic Prayer.  Again, the words of the GIRM (no.78) about the 
Eucharistic Prayer are very useful.

With the Eucharistic Prayer the centre and summit of the entire celebration begins. The Priest invites the 
people to lift up their hearts to the Lord in prayer and thanks; he unites them with himself in the Prayer, 
which he addresses to God the Father in the name of the entire community through Jesus Christ in the 
Holy Spirit.  The meaning of the prayer is that the entire congregation of the faithful joins itself to Christ in 
acknowledging the great things God has done and in offering the sacrifice.  An indication from the liturgy 
itself about the priority and centrality of this prayer is the fact that it is introduced by an extended dialogue.
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The more we appreciate the importance of this genre of prayer the more able we will be to appreciate 
the depth of how the Church articulates its ‘thanks and praise’ at Mass.  The Roman Canon was the single 
Eucharistic Prayer used in the Roman Rite from the time of St. Ambrose through to Vatican II, but in the post-
Council reform of the liturgy it was decided that since no one prayer can say all that can or should be said 
in a prayer that three Eucharistic Prayers be added to it.  Subsequently, two more were added in 1975 for 
the Holy Year of Renewal and Reconciliation (hence the name ‘Eucharistic Prayers for Reconciliation’.  Some 
Conferences of Bishops have also adopted the Eucharistic Prayer composed for the dioceses of Switzerland 
in the 1970s under the title ‘Eucharistic Prayer for Use at Masses for Various Needs’.

The first part of the Eucharistic Prayer – the Preface – has always been varied in the Roman Rite, and in the 
revised Roman Missal there are over ninety to choose from for proclamation at Mass.

A helpful exercise would be to read over the Prefaces and Eucharistic Prayers and see what it is that the 
Church puts before us for which to offer thanks to God.  This can help us to grasp the breadth and depth of 
what is being said when the Priest proclaims this essential and central prayer at Mass.  Another lesson that 
can be learned and applied from this exercise is to evaluate how our personal prayer is similarly laced with 
references to what we want to thank God for in our personal lives.

In sum, Eucharist is much more than a name for Mass.  It is the core meaning of what we engage in when 
we celebrate the Mass – an event of thanks and praise.

7. Petition – ‘Lord, hear our prayer’

Intercession and petition to God for what we lack and need (especially our personal salvation and communal 
sanctification) are deeply felt human needs.  Our biblical and liturgical tradition help us to appreciate that 
we can and should offer such prayers for ourselves and for the whole Church and world, but they also invite 
us to engage in such a prayer in the context of the central act of offering thanks and praise.

In effect, the principle of being privileged to ask God confidently to grant what we lack is based on the six 
principles already articulated.  Collectively, these have all spoken about our relatedness to God, to each 
other and to the earth.  It is because we have this confident posture and invitational relationship with God 
that we can then engage in explicit petition.

The pattern of the liturgy is that we offer praise and thanks to God for the good deeds of our redemption 
and then, in that context, offer petitions for what we need.  Our confidence to petition God is based on what 
the Scriptures have revealed about God’s power and care and our understanding that what we celebrate 
and experience in and through the liturgy is nothing less than that same saving relationship extended to 
our communal and personal needs here and now.

In the Eucharistic liturgy there are a number of places where this happens both publicly and in the silence 
of our hearts.

Prayer of the Faithful  

The restoration of the Prayer of the Faithful (Universal Prayer) to all acts of liturgy, especially the Mass, is 
an important statement about the vocation of the baptised, who are called to give voice to the praise and 
thanks of all creation and to give voice to the hungers of the human heart and the desires of all humanity 
for what is right, just and helpful for our salvation.  The GIRM (no.70) states that as a rule the intentions are 
for the needs of the Church, for public authorities and the salvation of the whole world, for those burdened 
by any kind of difficulty and for the local community.
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Notice the ‘wide angle lens’ which the GIRM places on our prayers.  This is a constant reminder that our 
privilege at Mass is to offer prayers for the wider Church, the whole world and especially those in need.  In 
the Appendix to the Roman Missal, the Sample Formulas for the Prayer of the Faithful (Universal Prayer) 
indicate a more specific structure in which the sick are mentioned next to last and the final petition is for 
the deceased.

Theologically, one can appreciate this location of the Prayer of the Faithful following upon the proclamation 
of the Word and the homily. The experience of ‘good news’ invites us to present our needs in light of 
the confident hope experienced from the proclamation of the word.  Our knowledge of what God has 
accomplished for us and our sanctification in saving us, enables us to call upon that same God for the well-
being and redemption of all the world.

Epiclesis

The GIRM (no.79) points out that the epiclesis is a constituent part of the Eucharistic Prayer.  It states:

 Epiclesis: in which by special invocations the Church implores the power of the Holy Spirit and 
asks that the gifts offered by human beings be consecrated, that is, become the Body and Blood 
of Christ, and that the spotless Victim to be received in Communion will be for the salvation of 
those who will partake of him.

In traditional liturgical understanding, ‘epiclesis’ means to invoke the Holy Spirit, in this instance to transform 
the gifts of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ:

 Make holy, therefore, these gifts, we pray, 
by sending down your Spirit upon them like the dewfall, 
so that they may become for us 
the Body and Blood of our Lord, Jesus Christ.

The restoration of the epiclesis invocation within the Eucharistic Prayer is of enormous importance 
theologically.  It invites us to take very seriously these words of transformation.  As the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church (no.1106) asserts, the bread and wine are transformed by the words of Jesus at the Last 
Supper and the invocation of the Holy Spirit.

The other thing which the Spirit is asked to do in the (second) epiclesis in the Eucharistic Prayer is to bring 
about the unity of the Church:

 Humbly, we pray, 
that, partaking of the Body and Blood of Christ, 
we may be gathered into one by the Holy Spirit.

In addition to this being an important reference to the Church as it celebrates the Eucharist, it is also a 
gentle reminder that the Church is always imperfect and that it always stands in need of greater unity and 
more perfect reform.  The phrase semper reformanda (‘always to be reformed’) refers to the Church even as 
it is already the manifestation of Christ before the world.  This intercession for greater unity is always part of 
the Eucharistic Prayer.  It should always be part of our consciousness as we celebrate Eucharist.

Intercessions 

Depending on the particular Eucharistic Prayer that is prayed at Mass, the intercessions either figure rather 
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prominently (the Roman Canon) or are a feature of the text after the transformation of the gifts into the 
Body and Blood of Christ.  In fact, one of the characteristics of the Roman Canon has been that it emphasises 
intercessions for both the living and the dead.  But wherever they occur in the Eucharistic Prayer structure, 
the intercessions are set within the context of a prayer that is the recounting of God’s deeds of salvation for 
us both in the past (salvation history) and in the here and now.

Petition ought not be so dominant that it eclipses the offering of thanks and praise.   Rather, the articulation 
of thanks and praise is the appropriate context for naming our needs and petitions precisely because 
it reminds us of who God is and how God has worked and can work among us for our salvation and 
sanctification.  This deeply felt human need – to ask God for what we lack – is best understood as a response 
to God’s own invitation.

Challenges for Living a Eucharistic Life

Catechesis and Education about the Liturgy

Simply put, education about and for the liturgy is essential for us to appreciate and appropriate what this 
ritual reveals and discloses.  Not surprisingly, in a number of places the Liturgy Constitution speaks about 
the need for catechesis and education in liturgy.  For example, no. 11 challenges pastors specifically to 
work to insure that the faithful ‘come to it [the liturgy] with proper dispositions, that their minds be attuned 
to their voices, and that they cooperate with heavenly grace, lest they receive it in vain’.  This phrasing is 
a particularly poignant challenge.  It presumes that liturgical participation will have its proper effect in 
people’s lives. The presumption again is about integration and how we leave liturgical celebration to lead a 
more fully committed spiritual life.

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (no. 16) deals very specifically with the study of liturgy in seminaries, 
religious houses and theological faculties.  It states that it is to be taught under its ‘theological, historical, 
spiritual, pastoral and canonical aspects’.  What is significant here is that – once again – the Constitution 
seeks to go beyond any understanding of liturgy that emphasises externals or the performance of the ritual 
only.  It contextualises its celebration within the whole of the Christian life and directs that its study should 
reflect this wider context.

When it comes to personal, spiritual formation, the Constitution plainly asserts the importance of gaining 
and growing in a spirituality that is imbued with the spirit and knowledge of the liturgy.  It asserts (no.17) 
that ‘In seminaries and houses of religious, clerics shall be given a liturgical formation in their spiritual life’. 
They are ‘to understand the sacred rites and take part in them wholeheartedly’.  It points out that a chief 
means to accomplish this kind of formation is the actual celebration of the sacred mysteries.

Finally (no.19) the Constitution repeats one of its characteristic and familiar themes, that pastors should 
promote ‘active participation in the liturgy both internally and externally’.  Here one needs to recall that 
the word participation is very rich, in that it refers to the external, outward engagement of our bodies and 
faculties (sight, sound smell, taste and touch) in the liturgy as well as the internal engagement of our minds 
to comprehend and attend to what is occurring in and through the liturgy.

At the same time, the word participation can (and should) be broken down into its component parts to 
remind us that it literally means ‘to take part in’ the Paschal Mystery of Christ through the liturgy.  A phrase 
that might be worth repeating to ourselves is that external participation ought to foster the fuller, ‘internal’ 
participation of which the Constitution speaks.  External participation in the liturgy’s rites should be 
understood to be the privileged means to the goal of fostering internal identification with and participation 
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in Christ’s paschal victory.

Preparation for the Liturgy

There are a number of things we can do in order for the celebration of the liturgy to have as deep an effect 
as possible on our daily lives, and there are some contemporary challenges that at least need to be cited.

What we bring to the Liturgy

In order to relate the liturgy to our lives it is crucial to ask ourselves what is the context in which it is being 
celebrated.  We need to understand this in order to open up the texts and the rites of the liturgy to those 
celebrating so that it can be a true intersection of our Christian belief and real life.

Among the many issues we could raise are:

 - our human lives. Where are we in relationship to God, to the Church, to others?  What are the 
successes and joys of our lives that we bring to the liturgy? What are the challenges, defeats, 
even tragedies we need to bring to the liturgy?  Who do we know that are sick or waiting for 
medical test results?  Who do we know that have died or are mourning their dead?

 - the Church’s life.  What is my appreciation for the major accomplishments and challenges 
in my parish and diocese in terms of evangelisation and always being purified as the pilgrim 
Church on earth?  What particular projects is the Church involved in that need my prayerful 
intercession?  What in our Church needs healing or reconciling?  What mission countries need 
my special prayer and intercessions?

 - the nation and our world.  What are the issues facing our world in terms of peace, equitable 
distribution of the world’s goods and resources?  What needs to be done to purify the air we 
breathe, the water needed for all the earth’s vegetation and inhabitants to live?  What about 
rights to water and water usage?

Preparation for the Proclamation of the Word.

We experience the Word of God through the act of proclamation that is always theologically rich, but 
whose density sometimes makes it difficult to comprehend in the event of liturgy itself – hence the value 
and import of preparing for the liturgy by prayerfully reviewing the texts beforehand (as many times as 
necessary!)  This will allow for a rich experience of the Word even if there are some things that happen in 
the event of the liturgy that hinder comprehension.

Preparation for the liturgy requires that we evaluate our lives before God and invite God to act among us 
in new ways.  The Christian faith is so often about paradoxes (death giving way to life, suffering leading to 
glory); the challenge is to welcome those paradoxes into our lives and to celebrate them.

Challenge of Table Fellowship Today

The celebration of the Eucharist is an act of dining.  It is more than the ingestion of food.  There is powerful 
biblical evidence for this in the wealth of texts about food and the kinds of things that happened at table.  
The Gospel of Luke is particularly rich in meal imagery. The ‘book ends’ of St. Luke’s Gospel are finding Jesus 
in a manger (the place where animals feed) in chapter 2, and joining the disciples at table on the road 
to Emmaus in chapter 24.  Like other Gospels, Luke’s Gospel recounts the miracles of feeding thousands 
of people.  It is Luke alone, however, (10:38-42) who presents us with the dialogue between Mary and 
Martha at dinner, with its challenge not to be overly anxious about table preparations, and the perennially 
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favourite parables (chapter 15) the lost coin, the lost sheep and the prodigal son – all set within an act of 
dining where Jesus was with ‘tax collectors and sinners’.  Talk about overturning expectations!

The Last Supper itself was celebrated in the Passover season, when Jewish families gathered to recall 
their passing from slavery to freedom - the perfect setting for Christ’s passing over from death to life in 
his paschal sacrifice.  But there is a contemporary challenge to this presumed context of familial dining, 
especially in many industrialised societies.  Families no longer dine together as often as they once did and 
the familiar bonds forged by table conversation can no longer be presumed.  Catechesis on the Eucharist, 
therefore, must not base too much on cultural presumptions about food taken together with others at 
table.  At the same time it would be a mistake to forsake describing the meal and table fellowship motifs on 
which the Eucharist is based.  Simply put, the Eucharist is an ensemble of rites, words, gestures and actions 
that, taken together, engage us in God and the things of God in a particular and unique way.  It is always 
about dining.  It is always about being at table with others at God’s gracious invitation.  It is always about 
both Word and altar, about gathering, presenting bread and wine, communion and dismissing.  It is not 
simply about being blessed food and drink.  It is about blessed food and drink taken in relationship, at a 
sacred meal, in communion with others.

Table fellowship also implies fidelity and relatedness.  For example, the words of Psalm 41 about ‘my intimate 
friend . . . with whom I share table’, are a direct indictment of Judas Iscariot whose betrayal took place after 
the Last Supper meal with Jesus.  For anyone conversant with the table customs of the day, Judas’ betrayal 
takes on a whole new level of meaning, for to break table fellowship was to betray a relationship as strong 
as those formed by family bonds and blood relations.

At the same time one also needs to be cautious lest the notions of belonging and table fellowship suggest 
that we need to have the same level of intimacy within the celebration of Eucharist as brought about by 
family bonds. That is simply not possible or desirable.  What we can and should be able to presume is some 
level of relatedness to others we know in the Eucharistic assembly and realise that this will only be with a 
percentage of the gathered assembly.

In the end, the act of celebrating Eucharist is to celebrate with and for a Church community that is much 
wider than our circle of family and friends.  It is always to be understood as an act that bridges any possible 
ideological boundaries and crosses cultural divisions. The community that celebrates the Eucharist is like a 
mosaic – stones of different shapes and sizes that together comprise a piece of art offered to the glory of God.

Mission to Live What We Celebrate

The very last part of the Mass is called ‘The Concluding Rites’ which comprise the announcements, the 
greeting of the assembly, the Blessing and Dismissal with the words, Go forth, the Mass is ended.  These 
simple rites make explicit what is implicit and always understood – that we are sent forth from the Eucharist 
to continue to live what we have celebrated.  While the Prayer after Communion (which precedes these 
rites) also often refers to living out what we have celebrated it is more usually in the form of an explicit 
reference to the hope of heaven, as in the Prayer after Communion from the Evening Mass of the Lord’s 
Supper on Holy Thursday:

 Grant, almighty God, that, just as we are renewed 
by the Supper of your Son in the present age, 
so may we enjoy the banquet for all eternity.

The dynamic of this prayer is that it forms a link with life lived outside of the Eucharistic action, which the 
Concluding Rites make explicit.  In effect we ‘gather’ for the sacred Eucharist in order to be ‘dismissed’ from 
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it.  To be sent forth is a part of the intrinsic dynamic of the celebration of the liturgy that needs to be clearly 
understood.

The helpful reminder that the liturgy implies changes in our lives and attitudes in life (and sometimes 
taking countercultural positions about what life really means) is crucial if we are to be faithful to what we 
have celebrated.  Placing too much attention on ‘gathering’ can make the liturgy too self-conscious, but 
then again, placing too much emphasis on mission without directly relating it to the enactment of the 
liturgy can be a source of pride, not to say Pelagianism (‘we earn salvation’).  The proper balance is that we 
gather at God’s initiative, enact the sacred mysteries at his initiative, and are sent forth by him from the 
gathered assembly to continue our mission in the world.

One of the main purposes of the Eucharist is to place a paschal lens on life.  When we view all of life through 
that lens, we are able to evaluate what really matters in life and to put away what detracts from living real 
life, based on the Gospel, in the faith and life of the Church.

It is really less a question of relating liturgy and life and more a question of seeing ‘liturgical life’ lived in 
God through the Paschal Mystery.  Liturgy is our repeated, ever-deepened incorporation into that saving 
mystery.  One of the main purposes of the Eucharist is to get life ‘right’ or at least to get life ‘less wrong’.

The third part of Pope Benedict’s post synodal exhortation Sacramentum caritatis (nos. 70-93) is entitled, 
‘The Eucharist, A Mystery to be Lived’, and explicitly deals with a number of related issues such as the 
meaning of rest and work, the evangelisation of cultures, mission, witness, the Church’s social teaching and 
the protection of creation. In a particularly poignant paragraph (no. 83) he states:

 Here is it important to consider what the Synod Fathers described as Eucharistic consistency, a 
quality which our lives are objectively called to embody.  Worship pleasing to God can never 
be a purely private matter, without consequences for our relationships with others: it demands 
a public witness to our faith.  Evidently, this is true for all the baptized, yet it is especially 
incumbent upon those who, by virtue of their social or political position, must make decisions 
regarding fundamental values, such as respect for human life, its defence from conception to 
natural death, the family built upon marriage between a man and a woman, the freedom to 
educate one’s children and the promotion of the common good in all its forms.  These values 
are not negotiable.  Consequently, Catholic politicians and legislators, conscious of their grave 
responsibility before society, must feel particularly bound, on the basis of a properly formed 
conscience, to introduce and support laws inspired by values grounded in human nature.  There 
is an objective connection here with the Eucharist (cf. 1 Cor 11:27-29).  Bishops are bound to 
reaffirm constantly these values as part of their responsibility to the flock entrusted to them.  
Sometimes living out a Catholic spirituality implies our taking counter cultural positions.

This paragraph and the entire third section of this document make this explicit and applies it to the 
particular needs of our day.

Throughout history the celebration and enactment of the Eucharist has been central to the Church’s life.  
It is integral to it.  Without it we cannot live as Catholic Christians.  The celebration itself is also integrative 
of the Church’s life.  It should be the unique centre of our lives that puts everything in our life into proper 
order.

The celebration of the Eucharist is not about getting us out of life for a respite in order that we might be 
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touched and graced by God.  Rather it is more about how this most sacred action helps us to experience 
the living God in this act and then to rediscover that same God in daily life.

The Eucharist does not reflect an anthropology or cosmology that presumes that we live in two different 
worlds, the sacred and the secular. Rather, it is the Church’s privileged means of discovering God in all of 
life.  It is an intense experience of God incarnate among us.  One of its purposes is to shape and frame how 
we are, then to rediscover God in all of life.

Eucharistic Sacrifice and Sacrificial Living

Recent magisterial documents from the Church have emphasised how the Eucharist is a sacrifice and that 
‘taking part in the Eucharistic sacrifice’ is ‘the fount and apex of the whole Christian life’ (Lumen gentium, no. 
11).  Implied in this sacrificial understanding is a commitment that we lead lives in personal self sacrifice 
and in communal self transcendence as consequences of what the Eucharist is and does.  It is always about 
living life with and for each other when the liturgy has ended, even as we pray with and for each other that 
we might become ‘one body and one spirit in Christ’.

In commenting on Christ’s command to ‘do this in memory of me’, some scriptural commentators argue 
that in fact this command concerns living the sacrificial life of Christ as well as celebrating the Eucharist for 
generations to come.  They link the celebration of the Eucharistic sacrifice with Romans 12:1, the single line 
in the writings of St. Paul that mentions sacrifice, ‘present your bodies as a living sacrifice’.

The helpful recovery and re-emphasis on the sacrificial aspect of the Eucharist can (should) also lead to a 
helpful recovery of appreciating how lives lived in sacrificial service are the best witness to and complement 
of participating in the celebration of the Eucharist.

Conclusion

There can be no more poignant image and reminder of this than the liturgy of the Holy Thursday Evening 
Mass of the Lord’s Supper.  We celebrate the Eucharist with two particular features that bespeak the 
spirituality inherent in every celebration of the Eucharist – we wash feet and collect gifts for the poor.  We 
can do none of this if we live in isolation.  We need to do all of this because we live in communion with one 
another and in God.

The Collect for that liturgy, already mentioned in this paper, sums it all up:

 We gather, O God, for the most sacred Supper,  
in which your Only Begotten Son, 
when he was about to hand himself over to death, 
entrusted to the Church for ever  
the new sacrifice and the banquet of his love; 
grant us, we pray, 
that out of so great a mystery 
we may draw the fullness of charity and life.


