
Explaining the Eucharist (III): The Gathering

The kissing of the Altar, sign of the cross and greeting

Altar:

Now the  priest,  together  with  the  other  sacred  ministers,  approaches  and  kisses  the  Altar.  The  earliest
Scriptural reference to the altar is in I Cor 10.21 where S. Paul contrasts the “table of the Lord” with the
“table of devils”, that is with pagan altars. From this contrast it becomes clear then that even if the word
“table” is used in early Christianity, it is used in the sense of “altar” on which the Eucharist is offered. The
idea of the altar being only a “table for a meal” first appears during the Reformation. The earliest Christian
altars were of wood, while those in stone appeared around the 4th century.

However, from the beginning of 2nd century the Mass was often celebrated on the stone tombs of martyrs. It
is still a tradition to enclose some relics into the altar, a beautiful expression of what we pray in the Creed:
“the communion of saints”. All the baptized, whether still in the flesh, or in the glory of God, or being
purified, are part of the one and same Mystical Body of Christ, the Church. I must cite Guillaume Durand
again: he sees the Altar as a symbol of the universal Church, because it is the Church who says of her
Bridegroom, Christ, in the Song of Songs: “Let Him kiss me with the kiss of His mouth.” (1.1) So when the
Priest kisses the Altar, he expresses both the tender love of Christ for His Church and also the deep longing
of the latter for her Divine Bridegroom.

The symbolism of the Altar:

Rather fascinating is  the history of the so called “ciborium” (a domed canopy in wood, stone or metal
generally supported on four columns) over the altar. The word ciborium, probably of Syriac origin, means
“tomb” but it was also used over the throne of the Byzantine Emperors. Thus the Altar is a symbol of Christ’s
death, but it is also His throne, whence He reigns in glory.

The use of altar cloths further reaffirms the idea of the altar being a proper altar, rather than merely a “table”.
The three altar cloths (already prescribed in the 8th century) represent the linens in which the body of Christ
was wrapped when it was laid in the sepulchre. Thus they reaffirm the image of the altar as place of Christ’s
death  and  sacrifice.  Obviously,  it  represents  the  table  of  the  Last  Supper  where  Christ  instituted  the
Eucharist,  anticipating  His  death  on  the  Cross.  Finally,  the  altar  symbolises  Christ  himself;  thus  it  is
reverently kissed and incensed by the Priest. Eusebius of Caesarea (+339) calls Christ the “only-begotten
Altar”.

A few more words on the type of altar we find at LSM, with small columns at the four corners and with
riddels (curtains) between them. Though we call it an English Altar, it is in fact simply the European altar of
the medieval period. Flemish paintings of churches of the same period show the same type of altar, and they
were also  found in Italy and other  countries.  The  veiled altar  is  the  closest  equivalent  we  have  to  the
Byzantine “ciborium”. They emphasise that what is happening on the altar is a deep and true mystery, hidden
from our eyes (originally there used to be a fourth curtain, on the side of the faithful, which was closed
during the most sacred parts of the Mass – in the Oriental churches it has been replaced by the iconostasis).

Sign of the Cross:

The original sign of the cross practised by the early Christians in the days of the Apostles was a small one,
traced on the forehead. The sign of the cross as we know it dates only from the 10th century,  and was
originally practised only in monastic communities.  By the 13th century,  Pope Innocent III made its use
mandatory in the Western church (indeed, in the Eastern church it is used in a slightly different way). The
prayer is both a blessing and a demonstration: we invoke the blessing of God as we demonstrate with a
visible sign that we belong to Christ. The prayer is both spoken and gestured, and both must be done with
reverence and respect. We make the sign of the cross many times during the day, so we must be careful lest it
become an automatic gesture, done in a rush, but that it be every single time what it should be: an act of
prayer. How could the words of S. Paul not come to our mind each time we cross ourselves: “But God forbid
that I should glory, save in the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ: by whom the world is crucified to me, and I to
the world”?



The greeting:

The use of “The Lord be with you” as a greeting is present both in the Old (for example: Ruth 2.4; II Chron
15.2; Judith 8.34; Amos 5.14) and the New Testament (even the Angel greets Mary with these words in Lk
1.28). No wonder then that it has been part of every known Christian liturgy from Apostolic times. This
greeting is intensely expressive of the highest and holiest wishes. For is not the presence of the Lord – the
source of every good and the author of every best gift – a certain pledge of divine protection and a sure
earnest of the possession of all spiritual peace and consolation? Indeed, it is never used before the blessing
with the Sacred Host because the Eucharist already contains every possible good and blessing.

The Confession, Absolution and Kyrie

The general confession of sins is also an element common to every Christian liturgy. While in the earliest
times it was part of the private prayers of the priest recited before the Mass, by the 10th century it had
become part of the Mass itself. Egbert of York (+766) gives a short form that is the germ of the form used in
the Western rites: “Say to him to whom you wish to confess your sins: through my fault  I  have sinned
exceedingly in thought, word and deed.”

As King Solomon writes in the book of Proverbs: “The just is first accuser of himself” (18.17); or with the
words of the Psalmist: “I said I will confess against myself my injustice to the Lord: and Thou hast forgiven
the wickedness of my sin” (31.5). We kneel to express our repentance externally, and accuse ourselves of our
negligence, weakness and deliberate sins, because we know that only “the innocent in hands, and clean of
heart shall ascend into the mountain of the Lord, and shall stand in His holy place” (Psalm 24.3). Jesus
praises the publican who in the Temple struck his breast, confessing his sinfulness, and says about him: “This
man went down into his house justified” (Lk 18.14). But recalling our sins into our mind and repenting of
them is not enough. The Church teaches us that only a sincere effort of avoiding future sins can obtain for us
the remission of our sins. So we do not only ask that God “forgive us all that is past” but also that He “grant
that we may serve Him in newness of life.” 

In the absolution the Priest pronounces God’s forgiveness, mercy and pardon; absolves us from our sins, and
invokes on us God’s grace so that we can keep our sincere promise of a renewed life. Not only that, but he
also reminds us of what God promised to all that love Him: life eternal. We should not forget, though, that
this general confession and absolution at the beginning of every Holy Mass is intended for less grave (so
called “venial”) sins. As the Prayer Book admonishes us, whenever our “conscience is troubled with any
weighty matter” we should seek absolution in the Sacrament of Confession.

At this point of the Mass we sing the Kyrie. This very Biblical exclamation (just a few examples: Psalm 4.2;
6.3; Isaiah 33.2; Mt 9.27; 20.30; Mk 10.47; Lk 17.13) has been constantly used in every Christian liturgy, at
least from the 4th century. Originally, it was an answer to litanies and invocations; later its number was fixed
at nine, giving way to innumerable symbolic interpretations during the Middle Ages (nine Angelic orders, the
Holy Trinity, etc.)

In many rites additional words were inserted between “Lord / Christ” and “have mercy upon us.” Let me
share with you a beautiful example from the very English Sarum rite: 

‘Lord, Fount of goodness, Father unbegotten, from whom all good things proceed, have mercy;
‘Lord, who didst send Thy Son to suffer for the misdeeds of the world, to save the world, have mercy' 
‘Lord, who dost grant the gifts of the sevenfold Spirit with which heaven and earth are filled, have mercy;
‘Christ, the Holy One, ruling the heavens, who AS the holy prophets foretold,wast to be born wondrously of 
a Virgin on behalf of the world, have mercy
Christ, the only-begotten of God the Father, to whom the highest Angels, ministering their office, ever sing 
the hymn of glory, have mercy; 
‘Christ from heaven be present to our senses and our eager minds; to Thee, whom we devoutly worship on 
earth, O kind Jesus, we cry: have mercy;
‘Lord, sustaining Spirit, embracing Father and Son, Breath from both, being of one substance, have mercy.;

‘Lord, who didst appear radiant in likeness of a dove to Christ, baptized in the waters of  Jordan, have mercy;
.‘Lord, Thou Fire Divine, kindle our hearts that we may be ever able worthily to cry out: have mercy.’


