Liturgy, Sacraments and Christian Prayer


The Feast of Our Lady of the Rosary - October 7, 2004





Liturgy, Sacraments, and Prayer Midterm Exam





1)  Ms. Mary-Jo Banjo, the head of the RCIA program in your parish, thinks that the liturgy is like any other prayer meeting.  Please give her a theological explanation of how the liturgy transcends space.  Include whether or not a Mass can every be truly "private".





	Mary-Jo, realize the very precious gift we have in the Mass.  It's more than a prayer meeting, it's the source and summit of our Christian lives.  It's true that Jesus is present in many ways to His Church, prayer meetings included, but in the Eucharist He is most especially present.  At Mass we witness his one self-sacrifice.  We can truly receive His body and blood, with His soul and divinity.  Christians have always believed this and the Church has always taught this.  If fact, before the Reformation, it was never widely doubted.


	 At the Mass we're not really alone in our little church, Mary-Jo.  We actually transcend space with Jesus.  We are at His Last Supper table, at the foot of His cross standing with His mother, at His Resurrection rejoicing with His disciples.  Most amazingly of all, in the sacred liturgy we are truly in the midst of heaven.  Mary-Jo, even if no one else came to church next Sunday, I would not be alone while celebrating Mass.  I would be thanking and praising God in the company of the angels and the saints who have gone before us.  That's why I would say, Mary-Jo, there's nothing on Earth like the Mass.








2)  Mr. Horace Zontal, a member of your parish council, thinks that the Mass is primarily a remembrance of what Jesus did 2 millennia ago.  Please give him a theological explanation of how that Mass transcends time.  Include the source of the fountain of grace poured fourth at Mass.





	Oh, but Horace, it's far more than merely a remembrance.  Jesus is really present at the Mass.  The bread and the wine actually become His body and blood, with His soul and divinity.  I know from our Bible studies that you value Scriptural evidences.  Look at the Last Supper narratives in the Gospels, what St. Paul says in 1st Corinthians, how Jesus hammers away the point in John, chapter six: "Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life."  In the fullest sense, Jesus is in the Eucharist.�	You may have heard that the Mass is the memorial of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection--that He told us to "do this in remembrance" of Him.  That's all true, but 'memorial' and 'remembrance' here mean more than a mere recollection.  For the Jews, memorials made the original event in a certain way present and real.  This is what we believe about the Mass, it makes us present to witness Jesus' one self-sacrifice of two thousand years ago and to receive its graces.�	At the Mass we unite with Jesus' passion, resurrection from the dead, and ascension into heaven.  These events happened once in history, but they have never passed away.  They transcend time, and in the Mass we receive the divine graces which flow from them.  So you see, Horace, the Mass is very much more than simple remembrance.





�
3)  Sister Pumpkinina, the principal of your parish school wants to create a special "Harvest/Fall" liturgy using farm tools & hay around the altar.  As your parish is in the middle of farm country, the principal thought that such decoration would be pastorally relevant and connect with the parishioners.  Do you agree that human beings can "create" the liturgy?  Please give the principal a theological explanation of whether or not human beings can "create" the liturgy and how this affects Church decoration.





	I thank you for your suggestion, Sister Pumpkinina.  I know how much you love and devote yourself to the good of our school and parish, and I know you are presenting this out of that same spirit, but I can't say I would be comfortable with those decorations around the altar.  	The sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sacrifice.  The Mass re-presents, it really makes present, the sacrifice of the cross.  At the altar during Mass we actually encounter Jesus' death and resurrection.  This means we must consider what is fitting decoration for both foot of the cross on Good Friday and the garden tomb on Easter morning.  Everything in the Mass presents itself as a sign conveying religious meaning.  The Church must ensure that every visible sign points and leads people to Christ.


	In truth, we really don't create the liturgy we celebrate.  It's something we receive from God as part of the Church's living and holy Tradition (with a capital "T").  Even the Pope has no authority to change the liturgy except in obedience to the faith and with religious respect for its mystery.  We must be faithful to the Church's instructions in the GIRM and its other liturgical documents, but there are areas in the liturgy open to adaptation.  Perhaps there are some other ways our parish's rural culture could be reflected.  Maybe an icon of St. Isidore, the patron saint of farmers?





4)  Father Tre Dentine thinks that the current Mass is invalid as the liturgy of Pope St. Pius V was to remain the Mass perpetually celebrated without change until the return of Christ.  Can you give him a theological explanation of whether or not the liturgy can develop over the course of time?  If the liturgy can change, be sure to include who has the authority to change rites and some sound principles by which liturgical change can be affected.





	I grant you that in 1570 Pope St. Pius V said in Quo Primum, establishing the Roman Rite, "This ordinance applies henceforth, now, and forever..."  However, like in all exegesis, we must read these words in context.  Applying modern modes of language to this 16th century document will lead us to the wrong conclusions and astray from the Church.


	Did Pius mean to establish the Roman rite immutably "forever"?  Father Joseph Jungmann wrote in 1950 that, “Some real changes since the sixteenth century in the rubrics and in the text of the Missal of Pius V have resulted in certain instances from papal orders, such as Pope Urban VII Pope Clement XII, Pope Leo XIII, and Pope Pius X.”  This would mean that Pius' "eternal" doctrine was violated within two decades of its creation. In reality, the popes after Pius didn't feel bound not to make alterations to the liturgy because they knew, in context, Pius' intended meaning: "By no authority shall this teaching be altered, except by me or by my legitimate successors."


	The liturgy can develop over time.  It contains an immutable part, divinely instituted, which the Church always preserves, and parts that can be changed, which the Magisterium has the authority to change.  The liturgy can never be modified or manipulated arbitrarily at the will of the minister, the community, or even the Pope.  Good liturgical development can only be done in the obedience of faith and with religious respect for the mystery of the liturgy.





�
5)  Mr. Clay Potter, sacristan in your parish, tells you that the sacraments were instituted by the Church under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  Since the Church can change rites over time, he has placed raisin bread on a paten for Mass.  Do you agree with his opinion and action here?  Please give the sacristan the definition of a sacrament and briefly explain the importance of each part of the definition.





	I'm sorry Clay, but this just won't do.  I can't say Mass with this raisin bread because I don't believe I can consecrate it.  The Church did not institute the Lord's Supper, the Lord Himself did.  He told the Apostles, "Do this in remembrance of me".  If we misinterpret what Jesus meant when he said "this", then we could end up worshiping as God what is merely a piece of bread with raisins in it.


	A sacrament is a sacred, sensible sign instituted by Christ that causes and confers grace.  The sacraments are perceptible signs in words and actions that are accessible to our human nature. By the action of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit they efficaciously make present the graces that they signify.  The Church professes, in agreement with the Scriptures and Tradition, that each of the seven sacraments were instituted by Jesus.  Though every sacrament has parts which can be changed by the Church, each one contains an immutable part, a part that is divinely instituted and of which the Church is the guardian.


	The Church teaches that wheat bread and grape wine are the essential signs of the Eucharistic sacrament.  If we use anything else, we cannot be certain that they will become the body and blood of Christ.  So you can understand my concern.








6) You are on an archeological expedition in the city of Rome.  You are uncovering evidence of the Vandal's attack on the Eternal City in the fifth century.  You and you team discover a tomb marked with a partially visible inscription: (shown).  Whose tomb is this and what does the phrase mean?  How does this phrase affect the way churches should be decorated and how the liturgy should be constructed?





	At first glance, this tomb appears to belong to S[aint] Pro[sper] [of] A[quitai]ne.  However, based upon the evidence, I conclude that this inscription is a hoax.  First of all, Saint Prosper never said, "Lex orandi, Lex credendi" ("the law of prayer is the law of faith").  He actually said, "legem credendi lex statuat supplicandi" ("let the rule of belief determine the rule of prayer").  Second, while there is evidence that Prosper was in Rome in 455 AD, the fact that the chronicler Marcellinus mentions him under the year 463 indicates that his death followed that date.  Third, the "Ac" does not appear to agree with the "Aq" of Prosper's last name, though this could be the result of the surface's deterioration.  The fourth and most conclusive piece of evidence is the fact that "Here lies" appears in English alongside the Latin.  As soon as I saw that, I suspected 'lies here'.


	In any case, the phrase means that the way in which we pray strongly influences the way in which we believe.  It is natural for our beliefs and external actions to converge.  This means that good liturgy, appropriate church decorations, and the like, which manifest and teach the truths of our Catholic faith, will foster true beliefs in the hearts and minds of the faithful.  Good liturgy helps believers to follow Christ while bad liturgy can impede their way.


