
Explaining the Eucharist (V): The Ministry of the Word

The Collect

The name of this prayer probably comes from the Priest “collecting together” the prayers of the
faithful. In the most ancient forms of the Mass (one can still observe the practice on Good Friday),
after the introductory parts, the Celebrant called everybody to pray for some intention with the
words: “Let us pray, beloved ones, for...”  Then the deacon exclaimed: “Let us kneel” and all passed
some time in silent  prayer,  kneeling.  Once the subdeacon told them to stand up, the Celebrant
“collected together” and closed these private prayers. The Collect always uses the plural, because it
is the prayer of the whole Church.

The great majority of the collects are addressed to the Father (a few to Jesus, none to the Holy
Spirit), through Jesus Christ, following Jesus’ teaching. In the Gospel of S. John Jesus says: “In that
day, you shall ask in My name: and I say not to you that I will ask the Father for you. For the Father
himself  loveth you.” The Collect is  thus an expression of hope and joy,  it  is the prayer of the
Father’s beloved children.

The readings and Psalms 

There is only one thing I want to write about regarding the readings of the Mass. For most of us it is
only natural that the readings of the Mass are read in the direction of the congregation, so that they
can hear better. But this was not always the case during the history of the liturgy. If you have ever
been to the basilica of S. Clement in Rome you may have observed that though there are two marble
ambos (lecterns or pulpits) for the readings (the Epistle and the Gospel), neither of them faces the
congregation. The ambo used for the Epistle faces the Altar, that of the Gospel the northern wall.

There are four directions or ways to read a lesson during the Mass, and every rite prefers one or
another. None of them is more correct than any other, and only considering all the options together
can we fully understand the role of the readings:

1) Sometimes the Epistle is read facing the altar (turning one’s back to the congregation) to express
that reading God’s word is an act of worship – this is why it is sung sometimes. His word glorifies
Him. In Isaiah (55.11) God says: “So shall My word be, which shall go forth from My mouth: it
shall not return to Me idle, but it shall do whatsoever I please, and shall prosper in the things for
which I sent it.” God’s word is powerful;  it  is  the word of the living God. When we hear the
readings, we shall always remember that we are hearing the words of the One of whom the Psalm
says: “The voice of the Lord is in mighty in operation; the voice of the Lord is a glorius voice. The
voice of the Lord breaketh the cedars: yea, the Lord shall break the cedars of Libanus. The voice of
the Lord divideth the flames of fire; the voice of the Lord shaketh the wilderness, and strippeth the
forests bare.” (28.5-8)

2) In most Western rites the Gospel is (or used to be) read facing the north. The meaning of this
tradition can only be understood when we try to imagine the earliest stage of the Liturgy in Rome,
during  the  Roman  Empire.  The  north  means  unknown lands,  darkness,  barbarian  hordes,  fear,
danger.  The north is also a symbol of evil. The Gospel is read “against” these dark powers and
dangers as some sort of exorcism. The Light is “spoken into” darkness and shadows to dispel them:
“The light shineth in darkness.” (John 1.5)

3) Another traditional way of reading the Gospel is known to all who worship at LSM. The Deacon
takes the Gospel-book from the Altar, as if he were taking the words to be proclaimed from the very
lips of Christ, and brings it into the  midst of the  congregation.



In the Book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Chapter 24, we read: “Wisdom shall glory in the midst of the
people, and shall open her mouth in the churches of the Most High, and in the midst of her own
people shall be exalted, saying: I came out of the mouth of the Most High, the firstborn before all
creatures.” In this procession of the Gospel-book, we see the Wisdom of God, the only-begotten
Son,  the  Word  made  flesh,  Jesus  Christ,  descending  from  His  heavenly  Throne  (the  Altar),
surrounded by the Angels and the Church (Subdeacon and Deacon), to set up His tent amongst us.
This procession recalls to our minds the Incarnation: “He was in the world, He came unto His own;
and the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1.11-14). Turning towards the Gospel
read by the Deacon, answering the Deacon’s acclamations means that, in S. John’s words, we are
those who “have received Him” and “believe in His name.” Through hearing him, the outspoken
Word of God, we are “made the sons of God”, “reborn of the will of God.”

Once the Gospel reading is over, the procession returns to the Altar, the Word of God returns to the
bosom of the Father, because His dwelling amongst us in a visible form was meant only for a short
period. Still, even if only for a short moment, we have “seen His glory” (John 1.14) and thus we
have a mission: “to declare unto all that which we have seen and have heard, so that they may
rejoice” (I John 1.3) and believe in Jesus Christ. Now that the Gospel has been read and “shown” to
us, we can say with confidence, together with S. John: “That which was from the beginning, which
we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and our hands have
handled, of the word of life. For the life was manifested: and we have seen and do bear witness and
declare unto you the life eternal, which was with the Father and hath appeared to us.” (I John 1.1-2)
We  Christians  do  not  proclaim  something  we  know  nothing  about;  on  the  contrary:  we  are
trustworthy witnesses because in the Divine Liturgy we have seen, heard, touched the Incarnate
Word.

4)  Finally,  in  our  days  the  most  widespread  way  of  reading  the  Epistle/Gospel  is  facing  the
congregation. The reason is rather obvious, and S. Paul talks about it in his second letter to S.
Timothy: “All scripture, inspired of God, is profitable to teach, to reprove, to correct, to instruct in
justice: that the man of God may be perfect, furnished to every good work.” (3.16-17).  And we
must listen to the readings in this way, that is, asking ourselves: what does it teach me, how does it
correct me, is it  making me holier, is it  inspiring me to good works; here and now, what is its
message to me?

As I said above, only by considering all these aspects can we have a fuller understanding of why we
read the word of God during the Eucharist: it is an act of praise and worship, light and protection, a
recall to mission, teaching and admonition. It can be profitable to our Christian life to ask God’s
grace at every Mass to be able to respond to His word in all its aspects mentioned above.

The Gospel 

Let me say a few more words about the Gospel. Its importance in the Liturgy is evident from the
multitude of symbols and rituals the Church surrounds it with: a processional cross, torch-bearing
acolytes, incense, a kiss, various signs of the cross and so on. Traditionally, the Book of the Gospel
was covered with gold and silver, with precious stones. It is more than a mere symbol of Christ: it is
His presence, similar, even if “less real”, to His presence in the Eucharist.

Before reading the Gospel, the Deacon says a short prayer and asks the celebrant for blessing. He
says a short prayer because he remembers the words of the Psalm (49.16): “But to the sinner God
hath said: Why dost thou declare My justices, and take My covenant in thy mouth?” So, before
proclaiming the Gospel, the Deacon prays for forgiveness of his sins, saying: “Cleanse my heart and
my lips, O almighty God, who didst cleanse the lips of the prophet Isaiah with a burning coal, and
vouchsafe, through Thy gracious mercy, so to purify me, that I may worthily announce Thy holy
Gospel,  through  Christ  our  Lord.  Amen.”  Then he  goes  to  the  priest  and asks  for  a  blessing,
because, as S. Paul says, no one shall preach the Gospel, “unless they be sent” (Rom 10.15). The



Deacon does not proclaim the Gospel by his or her own authority, but is sent by the Church.

While the Deacon sings the Gospel, incense is burned: not only to honour Jesus Christ, but also to
remind us that, by listening and obeying to the words of the Gospel, we must become “the good
odour of Christ unto God” (II Cor 2.15). In some places – for example Volterra or Revello. – you
will find marble pulpits sufficiently big to allow for the whole Gospel-procession party to stand in
it! In addition to the above-mentioned four possibilities, it was another way to proclaim the Gospel,
the new Law of the New Testament. The old Law was proclaimed from the Mount of Horeb by
Moses; Christ, the new Moses, proclaimed the new Law from the Mount of the Beatitudes – and
now the Gospel is proclaimed from a “mount” again: an enormous pulpit. This practice, of course,
also reminded the congregation of the words of the prophet Isaiah (40.9): “Get thee up into a high
mountain, thou that bringest good tidings to Sion: lift up thy voice with strength, thou that bringest
good tidings to Jerusalem: lift it up, fear not. Say to the cities of Judah: Behold your God.”

It is not only incense that precedes the Gospel but two acolytes too, with lit torches. In the Gospel
of Luke (10.1) we read: “And after these things, the Lord appointed also other seventy-two. And He
sent them two and two before His face into every city and place whither He Himself was to come.”
When we see the two acolytes approaching, we know that the Lord is just behind them, we will see
Him arriving and hear Him talking to us in any moment now. Alas, there are no trees in the church,
but we should be filled with the same excitement of Zachaeus (Luke 19.3-4). Indeed, according to
one scholar the acolytes’ torches represent the  “joy” and “desire” that should kindle in our hearts
just by seeing the Gospel-book coming towards us.

We stand for the Gospel,  first,  to show reverence to Christ’s  presence in His word; second, to
express our readiness to follow Him. Normally, when we stand, for practical reasons, we leave our
bags, coats, umbrellas etc. on the pew. Without knowing it, we are imitating the Apostles: “Behold
we have left all things, and have followed Thee.” (Matt 19.27) One who carries nothing is more
ready to follow Christ wherever He goes.

So we need readiness and will to obey the Gospel. But not these only. We also need to believe in it,
and to proclaim it. And as S. Paul writes to the Romans (10.10): “For, with the heart, we believe
unto justice: but, with the mouth, confession is made unto salvation.” With our mind (our will) we
obey the Gospel, with our heart we believe in it, with our mouth we confess it – this is why we
make three small crosses on our forehead, lips and heart when the Gospel is announced. Scholars
offer us an additional explanation: we make the sign of cross on our forehead, lips and heart as a
defence and protection against the “foe malign.” Our mind, will and heart is the field where Christ,
in His Gospel, has just sown good seed, and the Devil wants “to come and sow weeds among the
wheat.”

Indeed, over  the whole Gospel procession,  the processional  Cross stands as protection.  S.  Paul
writes  to  the  Ephesians  (6.12):  “For  our  wrestling  is  not  against  flesh  and  blood;  but  against
principalities and powers, against  the rulers of the world of this  darkness, against the spirits of
wickedness in the high places.” These “spirits of wickedness in the high places” are the “fowls of
the air” our Lord talks about (Luke 8.5), that devour the good seed so that it does not yield fruit an
hundredfold.


