Celebration of Eucharist
The Catholic Tradition

Tradition:  What does it mean?  Sometimes, people tend to view tradition as whatever they knew in their growth and development, or what they have learned from their own relatives and teachers. In fact, when looking at the church’s or any tradition that has a long history, we are really talking about something that is quite broad and often very diverse. One era builds upon another. Cultural differences and changing historical circumstances provide the richness that is part of the Catholic Tradition. Let’s take a look at our story.
History:

· Earliest tradition (Apostolic/1st century and post-apostolic/2nd & 3rd centuries) 

From the earliest tradition, which we find described in such documents as the New Testament letters, and the Acts of the Apostles (from the 1st century) as well as the letters among the churches of the second and third centuries, and the Didache (an early liturgical/sacramental manual), we already see rich diversity of eucharistic practice among the different communities in different geographic regions. From early on Christians had different liturgical customs. The apostolic communities met in homes for the “breaking of the bread.”In I Corinthians 11, Paul speaks to the Corinthians about how to prepare oneself spiritually for coming together to celebrate the Lord’s Supper with the community, all of whom are equal as sons and daughters of God. Today, we might refer to this as centering oneself and acknowledging the bond that unites us to all of God’s people – indeed to the whole of creation. Early bishops/presbyters such as Ignatius of Antioch and Irenaeus of Lyons (2nd and 3rd centuries) most often extemporized their eucharistic prayers; they did not have missals or sacramentaries with set prayers. We do however, have the first Litanic prayer (a sort of intercessory eucharistic prayer) composed in the post-apostolic era from Clement , Bishop of Rome (this was written at the very end of the 1st century in a letter to the church at Corinth: We pray you, Master, be our help and protection. Save the afflicted among us, have mercy on the lowly, Raise up the fallen, show yourself to those in need. Heal the sick and bring back those who have strayed. Fill the hungry, give freedom to our prisoners. Raise up the weak, console the fainthearted. Let all peoples acknowledge that you alone are God, and Jesus Christ is your Child, that we are your people, the sheep to whom you give pasture. Of course, this was not in a book, but was Clement’s own composition. It was not used in all eucharists at that time.  


It is also important to remember that early eucharistic liturgies were not celebrated in public because it was unsafe to do so. They were celebrated in homes, in earliest times with whoever was head of the household (sometimes women) acting as presiders; in later times (2nd and  3rd centuries) by bishop/presbyters. The most ancient eucharistic prayer of praise (as we would recognize it) to which we still have access today comes from Hippolytus, Bishop of Rome (circa 170-236). This eucharistic prayer has been preserved by the tradition down through the centuries, was never lost from the canon of eucharistic prayers, and can now be found in the form of Eucharistic Prayer II in the sacramentary compiled following Vatican Council II.

· Patristic/Basilica tradition (4th and early 5th centuries)

By the fourth century, when the church began to celebrate liturgy publicly, there were established bishops in major cities of the Roman Empire. These bishops swiftly became the heads of dioceses. (Incidentally, a diocese was simply an already existing Roman governmental structure. When the Christian religion became the official religion of the empire in the 4th century, bishops became both religious and governmental leaders). Now eucharistic celebrations were held in basilicas taken over from the earlier worship of the Roman gods and goddesses. The attire of the clergy as well as the stateliness and formality of the service took its cue from the attire and formaIity of Roman senatorial life and earlier Roman worship which was always a state function. A good example is the addition of the use of incense and processions, never a part of early church liturgies. The buildings (basilicas) used simply lent themselves to this level of formality. In the patristic period, there were a number of great bishops and patriarchs who preached and pastored different parts of the church (e.g. St. Augustine of Hippo, St. John Chrysostom of Constantinople, St. Ambrose of Milan). Some have left us writings that shed a good deal of light on different eucharistic theologies of that time. While the elements of the Mass as we know it today were present in some form even then, the order in which they appeared in the liturgy differed quite a bit from place to place, and there were big differences of opinion among the different Fathers as to which was the most important element in terms of the real presence of Christ. Many believed that the epiclesis or Calling of the Holy Spirit upon the people and the offerings of bread and wine was most important since it clearly acknowledged that is by God’s action that Christ is present. Others felt that the most important thing was the recitation of the words of institution – especially, This is my Body; this is my Blood - which are found in several places in scripture. These words together with the people’s Amen  was an act of faith which seemed to emphasize the role of the people’s faith in the enactment of the real presence. For others, it was the anamnesis or remembering of Christ’s saving death and resurrection. In any case, all of these elements became recognized as absolutely essential for a valid celebration of the eucharist.
· Monastic tradition (late 5th to 13th centuries)

By the 5th century, the Roman Empire in the west was crumbling under the pressure of invasions by Germanic tribes. The cities fell into decay, and along with them the church’s dioceses. Transportation was reduced to a minimal level. This was the era of St. Benedict and the rise of his monasteries. These monks took upon themselves the preservation and copying of the sacred books which included the liturgical resources as well as the scriptures. The Benedictine life was in the beginning an isolated and abstemious one. It emphasized both solemnity and simplicity in liturgy. It was in this era that the Gregorian chant became so important in the church’s liturgy. It was in this period that the western church’s liturgical tradition took on a more uniform face since all Benedictines throughout western Europe had it in their rule to celebrate the same way. By the same token, the eastern monks of the Basilian order developed beautiful liturgical practices of their own according to their own culture. These liturgies were equally acceptable in the universal catholic tradition. Prior to the 7th century, all of the Christians of all of the four major patriarchates (Constantinople, Antioch, Alexandria and Rome) called themselves both catholic and orthodox. Catholic referred to their unity. Orthodox referred to their correct theology. All of their liturgies were recognized as both catholic and orthodox, although celebrated very differently. After the 7th century, the churches of Antioch and Alexandria were virtually wiped out by the Muslim conquests. And by the mid-11th century, the churches of east and west were in schism, and had mutually excommunicated each other. But to this day, these churches recognize the validity of each other’s liturgies.
· Scholastic tradition


The eucharistic theology of the scholastic period (12th and 13th centuries) was largely shaped by the theology/philosophy of Thomas Aquinas. This was a time when Europe was emerging from the Dark Ages (dominated by the theology of the Benedictines). Cities were growing up all over Europe, and with them, universities. Thomas was a theologian at the Sorbonne (University of Paris). This was the era also of the great Gothic cathedrals. These were, if you will, an even grander version of the ancient Roman basilicas. There were many, many priests. There were long and elaborate processions. Peasants had flocked to the cities to become artisans. Large crowds flocked to the cathedrals to “hear Mass.” They actually couldn’t see much of anything! That is where the tradition of the bells at the elevation came in – so that people would know when to look up at the consecration. Very rarely did anyone actually come to communion. A far cry from the early table liturgies remembering Jesus as a community! Thomas wrote a lot about the real presence of Christ in eucharist from an Aristotelian philosophical framework which understood reality in terms of matter and form. The bread and wine were looked upon as the “matter.” The action of the Holy Spirit through the ministry of the priest provided the “form.” Unfortunately for the uneducated and illiterate, this kind of presentation of reality materialized into a sort of magic act in their conceptualization of the consecration of the bread and wine. The term “hocus pocus” comes from the Latin words for “This is my Body” – Hoc est corpus meum. Eventually, this superstitious understanding provided fuel for the fire of the Reformation a few centuries later. In any case, the distancing of the people from the action of the eucharistic celebration and the turning of the people into spectators at an event put the church’s central worship service in a precarious position. 
· Tridentine tradition (coming out of the Reformation)

The Tridentine liturgy is the one with which many of us grew up. It was approved as the unique correct and valid liturgy for the Roman Catholic Church (a term incidentally born out of the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation and not used before then). The Tridentine liturgy, which lasted as the official liturgy of the RC church from the late 16th century until after Vatican Council II, had the effect of freezing in position for nearly four hundred years a uniform Latin rite which effectively excluded the laity from any active liturgical role, and which seemed to decree that this was the way Christ intended all Catholic people to celebrate in his memory for all time. Numerous popes saw it as their duty in the late 19th and early 20th century to stifle any attempt on the part of Catholic liturgists to change this equation. However, with the coming of Vatican Council II, the fruit of the labors of these brave souls became evident. Vatican Council II’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, taken up early in the Council in December 1963, was to provide the gust of wind through the windows opened by Pope John XXIII to revitalize the whole church. It was a bold and brilliant move that would inspirit the rest of the council and the whole people of God. Vatican II would attempt to bring back to memory the big tradition, the broad tradition – to make sense of the rich liturgical tapestry reaching back to earliest times
· Vatican II


The introduction to Vatican II’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy states that the Council desired to revise the rites carefully in the light of sound tradition. Vatican II did not set out to throw out the Catholic tradition. Rather, it sought to uncover what had been obscured by centuries of a frozen in place rite that was neither understood by the laity nor inclusive of them in any way resembling the table fellowship of the early church. One of the most obvious and immediate changes was the celebration of the liturgy in vernacular languages. This enabled the people to be able to understand what was being said, and to respond with confidence when called upon to respond in prayer. Furthermore, roles such as lector, acolyte, and eucharistic minister were gradually opened up to more and more people who were trained to fulfill those liturgical functions which had previously been reserved to priests and clergy in minor orders (e.g. lector, acolyte, etc. which were orders created for aspiring clergy during the Middle Ages, thus removing all laity from active participation). It was emphasized that the very word liturgy comes from the Greek leitourgia which means work of the people. Vatican II declared the liturgy a work of the priestly office of all of the people of God, since Christ is the one and only true High Priest. The role of the presider was to lead the People of God in celebration, not to celebrate “for them.” (This was an idea that had been made popular by reformer Martin Luther who spoke of the priesthood of all believers).

Vatican Ii made clear that liturgical services are not private, but pertain to the whole Body of the Church. They manifest it, and have effects upon it. All active participants in the liturgy must be deeply imbued with the spirit of the liturgy and must be trained to perform their functions well. Some specific points besides the vernacular language, in the recovery of the larger tradition in the new rites approved by Vatican II are:
· Simplification of rites in order to preserve their substance rather than having complicated ceremonies with symbols which are meaningless in today’s world.

· The opening up of the treasures of the Bible to all the faithful.

· Homilies which break open the scriptures were required rather than lengthy sermons on topics randomly chosen by the preacher.

· The prayer of the faithful was reintroduced from the early centuries. (Remember the Litanic prayer of Clement of Rome?)
· Communion under both kinds, taken away during the high Middle Ages and forbidden to the laity by the Council of Trent, was restored.

· Mandated liturgical re-education of the clergy was called for to help them to better understand their role as presider and not sole celebrant (again re-capturing the spirit of the pre-Constantinian church).

In sum, the Second Vatican Council had a great concern for the unchanging and constant apostolic faith concerning  the meaning of the eucharist: as sacrifice by joining ourselves together with Christ’s sacrifice in One Body; eucharist: as anamnesis or remembrance of Christ’s saving life, death and resurrection; and eucharist: as communal meal bonding all of the believers in faith, hope and love. Vatican II does not choose one understanding over the others, but seeks a balance which allows us to retrieve the richness of the tradition beyond the heavy Tridentine emphasis on sacrifice. What is key in Vatican II’s teaching is the witness to unchanging faith in our worship. (See continuity in tradition, p. 157, Documents of Vatican II, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy). Speaking of the importance and dignity of the eucharistic celebration, Vatican II says that it is vital that the celebration be so arranged that everyone may take their own proper part in it – and that this can best be accomplished by considering the particular character and circumstances of the community, and to organize the details in a way that will lead the people to full, active and conscious participation! “This is what the Church desires; this is what the nature of the celebration demands; it is this to which the faithful have both the right and duty by virtue of their baptism.”

The document goes on to address the component elements and parts of the Mass. At this point, I am going to turn this over to Marellen, who will talk about those things and will then lead us in a practicum for the various liturgical ministries.
