
Explaining the Eucharist (I): The Preparation

In this series of articles I want to talk about the Holy Mass, explaining what do we do and why. I hope these
short writings will help each of us to participate at the Holy Mysteries, the Eucharist, more fruitfully.

Preparation and awaiting are two very human reactions when it comes to important things. They express both
the importance of the upcoming event and our joy over it. So it is only natural that when it comes to the Holy
Mass, the most important and most real encounter with Jesus Christ we can have this side of heaven, we
must first consider the act of preparation.

Obviously, our first and most important preparation is being as holy and pure as it is possible for mortals to
be to receive Jesus worthily in the Blessed Sacrament. So, as the Book of Common Prayer teaches, if our
conscience is troubled by sin, first we must go to Confession, seeking absolution from our sins.

Remote and immediate preparation 

Our remote preparation for the Eucharist begins at home and continues when we are on our way to church. It
is a venerable Christian tradition, even rooted in Judaism, that, unless prevented by reasons linked to our
health, we abstain from food and drink (except for water and medicine) for an hour before the Holy Mass. S.
Augustine of Hippo in the 4th century writes about it as a practice already consolidated.

In the Old Testament, fasting prepared individuals to receive the action of God and to be placed in His
presence. Just think about Moses (Ex 34.28) or Elijah (I Kings 19.8). S. John the Baptist prepared the way of
the Lord with fasting and penance. In the early Church, fasting was considered an act of prayer and was
connected with the Liturgy (in Acts 13.2-3 for example). Also, because our soul and body are so intimately
connected, this corporal work can enhance the spiritual disposition we need to receive Christ in the Blessed
Sacrament: fasting creates a physical hunger and thirst reminding us of the spiritual hunger and thirst we
ought to have for the Lord (Matthew 5.6). 

Our “corporal preparation” must be accompanied by a spiritual one. On our way to church, we should try to
fix our thoughts on Him we are going to meet and receive (not so easy when we have children too!) It is the
same Lord, the living God Himself who said to Moses: “Come not nigh hither, put off the shoes from thy
feet; for the place whereon thou standest, is holy ground” (Ex 3.5); in whose presence Isaiah exclaimed:
“Woe is me, because I have seen with my eyes the King, the Lord of hosts” (Is 6.5); and S. Peter trembled
with holy fear: “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Lk 5.8); or in front of whose throne the
whole heavenly court prostrates in worship (Rev. 5.8). But He is also the Lord who calls sinners, is meek and
humble of heart, and “emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2.7), so we do not need to be
afraid of Him. 

These thoughts and biblical images can help us to realise that it is Jesus Christ, it is God Himself we are
about to meet. His majesty and glory are hidden, expressed only by the beauty of Liturgy. However, His love
and mercy are manifest all the more in the wonderful Sacrament of the Eucharist. Feelings of holy fear and
joy, hope and love should fill us by the time we enter the church. 

The Priest’s preparation 

While it is not my intention to write in detail about the Priest’s preparation, two elements of it might be
helpful for us too: the use of liturgical vestments and Psalm 43. 

Psalm 43  -  Let’s  start  with  the  Psalm.  Psalm 43  is  mentioned  by  6th-century  documents  as  a  prayer
connected to the celebration of the Eucharist. According to the tradition, it was written by King David when
he had to flee from his enemies and was wandering in his hiding place. His heart was longing for the Holy
City, Jerusalem. David asks God to “send out [His] light and ... truth” so that he may be brought back by
them to God’s “holy hill and ... dwelling.” -  to that dwelling where David in his youth had found so much
joy in God, “even in the God of joy and gladness.” All he desires is that he may “go unto the altar of God”
again. But he does not despair; on the contrary, he “puts his trust” in God’s faithfulness and acclaims with
certainty: “I will yet give Him thanks; upon the harp will I give thanks unto my God.” 

This Psalm expresses the sentiment that animates the priest: he is powerfully attracted to the altar. How many



times are we oppressed by our own enemies: the evil, temptations, sickness, tragedies, loneliness, violence,
injustice and others. This Psalm summarises the feelings every Christian should have when we approach
God’s altar: though we are weak, God is our strength, in Him we trust, to Him we cry out with confidence
and certainty only faith can give. He is our hope and our desire, our joy and fortress. It is a commendable
practice to recite this Psalm privately before the Mass, as part of our preparation, along with the Collect for
Purity. 

Vestments – sometimes even fervent Christians tend to consider vestments as mere exteriority, something not
essential or something even superfluous to the Liturgy. But this is far from the truth. In the Old Testament, it
was God’s command that the Jewish priests wear a distinctive garb when they ministered, first in the Tent of
the Covenant and later in the Temple. The sacred had to be separated from the secular, from the everyday
(this is one of the reasons we use a more archaic, solemn language in the Liturgy). The Bible tells us that the
Old Testament priests and Levites were vested in violet, purple and scarlet fine linen, and decorated with
gold and precious stones. This expressed the dignity of their priestly office, independent of the merits of the
person, but more importantly it ensured that the best and most precious they produced was put aside to the
service of God. This “giving the best to God” was also observed in the early Church. While the garments
worn at the Eucharist were not dissimilar in form to everyday clothing, they were distinguished in richness
and beauty of decorations. 

However, a second, theological and spiritual reason led the Church to the use of liturgical vestments. This
reason is clear from the first vestment the priest puts on: the amice. The amice is a piece of fine linen in the
form of an oblong.  The priest  places it  for  a moment on his  head,  and then allows it  to  rest  upon his
shoulders. The accompanying prayer compares it to “the helmet of salvation” (Ephes 6.17) but it is also a
reference to  the  linen cloth that  the  soldiers  put  over  Our  Lord’s  head;  when thus  blindfolded He was
mockingly asked who struck Him (Mt 26.68). It was a Roman custom to put a white cloth over the head of
those condemned to death. Thus from the very moment the Priest starts to vest, he is reminded of what the
Mass is: the memorial of Christ’s Passion, the representation of the Sacrifice of the Cross. As the Book of
Common  Prayer  says:  Jesus  made  on  the  Cross  “a  full,  perfect  and  sufficient  sacrifice,  oblation  and
satisfaction for  the  sins  of  the  whole  world;  and did institute,  and in  His  holy Gospel  command us  to
continue,  a  perpetual  memory of  that  His  precious  death  and sacrifice.”  This  perpetual  memory is  the
Eucharist, the Holy Mass. 

When the Priest puts on the amice, the Church instructs him to “disappear,” so to say. It is not the person of
the Priest that counts any more, but Christ. With John the Baptist must the priest repeat: “He must increase:
but I must decrease.” (John 3.30) 

Every other vestment serves the same goal: to separate the sacred from the profane, to raise the splendour of
the Liturgy, to hide the person(ality) of the Priest, to highlight the dignity of Christ’s priesthood, to recall us
to His Passion, Death and Resurrection: 

The long, white  alb (worn in ancient times by all who enjoyed any dignity, reminder of the garment with
which Herod clothed Our Lord, also the garment of the redeemed following the Lamb); 

The girdle (reminder of the cord that bound Our Lord to the pillar when He was being scourged,
also symbol of modesty and hard work in God’s service (I Peter 1,13-15); 

The stole (historically part of the dress of the upper classes, and because worn over the shoulders, it
reminds us of the Cross, just as the yoke of Christ that the Priest wears is a heavy burden, but one
which Christ nevertheless makes sweet and light); 

And  finally  the  chasuble  (historically  an  immense  cloak  that  completely  covered  the  body;
reminder of the purple cloak worn by Our Lord when He stood before Pilate, and symbol of Christ’s
redeeming grace and love, “covering” the whole person). The chasuble is also representative of the
charity required for the priest. This is why it is supposed to be worn over the stole. Wearing a stole
over the chasuble would symbolise authority over charity rather than what the Church asks for,
which is charity over authority. 


