
The Sacrifice of the Mass
and Our Call to Mission

Part 3
The Eucharistic Prayer

This, the third of six reflections on the relationship between the Sacrifice of the
Mass and our call to mission, reflects on the eucharistic prayer as the moment when
the community acknowledges, accepts and deepens its own consecration as the body
of Christ.

The Eucharistic Prayer
The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (first published in Latin in 2000
and translated into English in 2002) is an official church document which
gives important introductions to and directions for celebrating the Mass.
This is what that documents says about the Eucharistic Prayer:

Now the center and summit of the entire celebration begins: namely,
the Eucharistic Prayer, that is, the prayer of thanksgiving and sancti-
fication. The priest invites the people to lift up their hearts to the
Lord in prayer and thanksgiving; he unites the congregation with
himself in the prayer that he addresses in the name of the entire
community to God the Father through Jesus Christ in the Holy
Spirit. Furthermore, the meaning of the Prayer is that the entire
congregation of the faithful should join itself with Christ in confess-
ing the great deeds of God and in the offering of Sacrifice. (n. 78)

What a noble vision of this central eucharistic activity! However, for many
the eucharistic prayer is seldom the center and high point of the celebration.
One reason for this may be that in many situations both clergy and laity have
an incomplete understanding of the Eucharistic prayer. In particular, many
are so focused on the Institution Narrative or Words of Consecration in that
prayer that the rest of the prayer is easily reduced to simply a long setting for
the Consecration.

The Eucharistic Prayer as a Creed
One way to counteract this limited perspective is to recover the ancient belief
that Eucharistic Prayers are not only prayers that consecrate but also prayers
that profess faith: thus they are not simply consecratory but also credal. In
this prayer the Catholic community professes the pillars of its faith and its
unending belief in the dying and rising of Jesus Christ. Did you ever wonder
why the Nicene Creed (“We believe in One God”) was not part of in the
Roman eucharistic liturgy until the 11th century? Because it was not essential
for celebrating the Eucharist, a point made very clearly every weekday when
we celebrate Mass without the Creed. But we never celebrate Mass without a
Eucharistic Prayer, which expresses our essential creed about Jesus’ dying and



rising, about his offering of himself to the Father, and about his promise to
send the Spirit.

The Eucharistic Prayer is also an expression of belief in the Church and in
ourselves, a belief that in the eucharistic prayer it is not only God who acts,
but the church is called to act with Christ as well in offering the great sacri-
fice of praise. Here we profess that we can and must join ourselves to Christ’s
self-offering. In the Eucharistic prayer we believe that Christ becomes
present under species of bread and wine. There is clearly a consecration
which takes place here. Yet, the Eucharistic prayer is more than a ritual action
for rendering Christ present, for Christ always reveals himself for a purpose
and not simply for his own sake. This is shown in the Eucharistic Prayer,
where the wondrous revelation of Christ’s presence, the powerful remember-
ing of his death and resurrection are also for a very clear purpose—that we
might respond to that presence and join ourselves to Christ’s offering.

Two Consecrations
One way to grasp the profound implications of the Eucharistic Prayer is to
think about it as a prayer that enacts one consecration and prepares for
another. During this great thanksgiving the Church teaches that the bread
and wine are changed into the Body and Blood of Christ. It is also ancient
church teaching, however, that we are the body of Christ. St. Paul makes this
point infinitely clear in his First Letter to the Corinthians when he writes,
“Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it. (12:27) This
image echoed often throughout Christian history. Thus the great 5th century
African Doctor St. Augustine relies on St. Paul when he writes, “You are the
body of Christ, member for member.”

We recognize that the bread and wine become consecrated through the
words of Jesus and the prayer for the Holy Spirit. But how do we become
“consecrated”? How do we become the body of Christ? It certainly begins at
our baptism, and happens gradually as we grow in our Christian vocation

through acts of charity, living justly and by cultivating a heart open to God’s
word. The Church also presumes that our worship, especially the Eucharist,
shape us into the body of Christ. The Eucharistic Prayer makes a particular
contribution here, for as we profess the presence of Christ on the table, and
express our belief in his saving dying and rising, so do we ally ourselves with
Christ. This great prayer is not only the time when bread and wine are
consecrated, it is also a key moment when the community acknowledges,
accepts and deepens its own consecration as the body of Christ. Thus, the
Eucharistic Prayer is a key rehearsal and commitment to the mission of being
Christ to the world.

Conclusion
Rather than a long “priest’s prayer,” divorced from the life of the baptized, the
Eucharistic Prayer is actually a precious action in which all believers profess
their belief in Christ’s saving presence. Furthermore, though this great
prayer—as in no other—we deepen our commitment to the perennial mis-
sion to be Christ’s body in the world and receive the gift of the Spirit that
this mission might be realized. Such is not the stuff of communion rituals,
but the celebration of the Mass.
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