
Explaining the Eucharist (II): The Introït

When all are gathered (not running in at the last minute!), the clergy are vested, and hopefully everybody is
prepared to celebrate “the sacred mysteries”, the ministers and servers enter in procession. Of course, there is
a practical reason to the procession: the altar party must get to the altar somehow, preferably in an ordered
and dignified way. But we know that as early as in the 4th century, both in the Western and the Oriental rites,
there were already four processions. Or think about the so-called Sarum rite (more correctly,  the use of
Salisbury within the  Roman rite),  that  unique liturgical  and spiritual  treasure,  fruit  of  English medieval
Christianity.  It  was rich in elaborate  processions.  All  this  makes us  understand that  processions are not
merely practical things. They have a deeper meaning.

According to the great liturgical writer and French bishop, Guillaume Durand (+1296), this first procession
symbolises how the human race was longing for the Messiah. The deacon and subdeacon are the Law and the
Prophets, also the Levites and Priest of the old Temple; the thurible with the burning incense in it represents
the burnt offerings, sacrifices and prayers of Old Testament; the candles are the column of fire that led Israel
out from Egypt. We see entering the whole history of salvation, and its every element points to Christ. This is
why the Priest, the second Christ, enters last: in him every expectation and promise, every desire and hope
has been fulfilled.

In a devotion to S. Joseph, the Church prays: “O Blessed Joseph, happy man, to whom it was given not only
to see and to hear that God whom many kings longed to see, and saw not, to hear, and heard not; but also to
carry Him in your arms, to embrace Him, to clothe Him, and guard and defend Him.” Is this not true of us
too? When we see the procession entering the church, we must consider how blessed we are: great prophets,
mighty kings, long generations of holy men and women were expecting Christ, but the grace to know and to
love Him, to hear and to see Him, to receive and be united to Him under the appearances of bread and wine,
was given to us, not to them. S. Thomas Aquinas applies the words of Deuteronomy to the Eucharist and
Christians: “Neither is there any other nation so great, that hath gods so nigh them, as our God is present to
us all.” (4.7)

Since our church is dedicated to Mary, I cannot not mention another spiritual explanation of the entrance
procession. S. Bernard of Clairvaux talks about the womb of the Blessed Virgin as the sacred chamber where
Christ clothes Himself in our human nature and body, where He is transformed into our likeness (Phil 2.7) to
enter our world. And he cites the Psalm: “He hath set His tabernacle in the sun: and He, as a bridegroom
coming out of his chamber, hath rejoiced as a giant to run his course.” (Ps 19.5) So the priest too, to imitate
Christ, is clothed with the liturgical vestments and is “transformed” into Christ’s likeness in the sacristy, and
enters the church in solemn procession to “accomplish, in the divine sacrifice of the Eucharist, the work of
our redemption.” (SC 2)

During the procession the choir sings the Introit. In all Western rites , since the earliest times of which we
have any record, the Mass has begun with such a processional psalm (or Biblical text). This song is more
than a little “travelling music.” It is usually the “key” to the Sunday or feast that is celebrated. When we are
looking for appropriate prayers to use as preparation for the Mass, it is an excellent idea to use the Introit or
other liturgical texts of the day.

The use of incense

Symbols in liturgy help to point our minds in the direction of invisible realities, and speak to us in a language
often richer than words alone. As a symbol, incense is exceptionally rich in associations. The use of incense
in the ancient world was common, especially in religious rites where it was used to keep demons away.
Herodotus,  the  Greek  historian,  recorded  that  it  was  popular  among  the  Assyrians,  Babylonians  and
Egyptians.

Just like vestments, incense (made from various aromatic resins and gums taken from trees and other plants)
is still regarded by many as extravagance or a Romish, Popish or pagan custom. But again, just as with
vestments, the use of incense during worship has deep Biblical roots. We do not know exactly when the use
of incense was introduced into our Mass, but by the 4th century it was already widespread. 

The Church of England used incense throughout history until the mid-17th century,when it fell out of general



use. From that time, though, it continued to be used occasionally in worship, such as at York Minster or Ely
Cathedral, and since the mid-19th century, with the Catholic revival, its use has spread and increased.

Its use in the Old Testament:

 Incense was included in the thanksgiving offerings of oil, grain, fruits and wine (Numbers 7.13-17).

 The Lord instructed Moses to build a golden altar  for the burning of incense (Exodus 30.1-10),
which was placed in  front  of  the  veil  to the  entrance of the  meeting tent  where the ark of the
covenant was kept. The office of daily renewal was entrusted to a special branch of the Levitical
tribe (I Chr 9.29).

 Zechariah, father of John the Baptist, is in the Temple at the time of the incense offering (Lk 1).

 The psalmist expresses the symbolism of incense and prayer: “Let my prayer rise like incense before
Thee; let the lifting up of my hands be as the evening sacrifice.” (Psalm 141.1 or cf. Ecclesiasticus
39.13-14).

Incense in the New Testament:

 The gifts the Magi offered to the Christ Child included gold, frankincense and myrrh (Mt 2.11).

 It is present in the description of the heavenly Liturgy (cf. Rev 5,8; 8,3-4).

 In II Cor the knowledge of Christ is compared to a fragrant odour (2.14).

 And most importantly, incense reminds us of Christ offering Himself on the Cross: “And walk in
love, as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph
5.2).  In  addition  to  its  Biblical  roots,  incense  has  always  been  cherished  by Christians  for  its
symbolism as well. The aforementioned Bishop Durand sees the thurible as representing the human
heart, lit by the fervour of devotion, and its fuming clouds of incense as our prayers rising to God.
Indeed, he reminds us how seeing the incense burning in the thurible should encourage us to reach
higher and higher degrees of fervour, devotion, charity and love.

Also, since we are creatures composed of soul and body, we should worship God with “all our heart, with all
our soul, with all our mind, and with all our strength”. Liturgy is designed to stimulate just such a response in
us,  by exciting  the  senses  and  feeding  our  imagination.  Worship  involves  all  our  senses,  showing  the
significance of our bodies and all God’s creation. Thus the use of incense enables even fuller participation in
the Liturgy by stimulating the sense of smell. It also provides colour, movement and sound as the thurible is
swung and its chain clinks and tinkles. The sweet smell of incense can be a doorway to the holy in the same
way that beautiful music and the visual arts can lead us to ponder the mystery of God’s presence.

Finally, incense smoke symbolically purifies all that it touches. This is best illustrated by the richly symbolic
practice in the Chaldean liturgy. Those preparing to receive Holy Communion first purify their hands by
holding them in smoke just above a bowl of burning incense. Similarly in the Maronite liturgy, as they are
being purified prior to liturgical use, the liturgical vessels are all inverted over the burning incense to catch
the fragrant smoke.

To recap what has been said, incense is a sacramental used to venerate, bless, purify and sanctify. Its smoke
conveys a sense of mystery and awe. It is a reminder of the sweet-smelling presence of our Lord. Its use adds
a  feeling  of  solemnity  to  the  Mass.  The  visual  imagery  of  the  smoke  and  the  smell  reinforce  the
transcendence of the Mass linking Heaven with Earth, allowing us to enter into the presence of God. The
smoke  symbolises  the  burning  zeal  of  faith  that  should  consume  all  Christians,  while  the  fragrance
symbolises Christian virtue.

Let  me finish with the  words of  Romano Guardini  (+1968).  He wrote  in  his  book  Sacred Signs:  “The
offering of an incense is a generous and beautiful rite. The bright grains of incense are laid upon the red-hot
charcoal, the censer is swung, and the fragrant smoke rises in clouds. In the rhythm and the sweetness there
is a musical quality; and like music also is the entire lack of practical utility: it is a prodigal waste of precious
material. It is a pouring out of unwithholding love.”


