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Celebrating ritual

Invoking the Holy Spirit

The epiclesis asks God to do for us now what we commemorate

Fr. Paul Hinnebusch, OP, STM

"Together with the anamnesis, the epiclesis is at the heart of each sacramental celebration, most especially of the Eucharist" (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1106).


The anamnesis is the remembering of God's mighty saving deeds, especially the salvation won for us by Christ in His passion, resurrection and ascension. In the Eucharist, the anamnesis is the part of the Eucharistic prayer after the consecration that commemorates these saving deeds.


An epiclesis is an invocation in which the minister of a sacrament asks the Father to send the Holy Spirit to continue in the church this sanctifying work of Christ. It asks that the saving deeds of God commemorated in the anamnesis continue to work here and now in the hearts of the participants in the liturgy.


The words of an epiclesis are usually accompanied by the minister's gesture of outstretched arms over the recipient of the sacrament. In the Eucharistic epiclesis, the hands of the priest overshadow the bread and wine as he asks the Father to send the Holy Spirit to change these elements into the body and blood of Christ.

As the Spirit overshadowed Mary


The gesture of outstretched arms recalls the words of Gabriel to the Blessed Virgin Mary at the Annunciation: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you" (Luke 1:35). The outstretched arms are a visible sign that in an epiclesis the church is asking for the overshadowing by the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus an epiclesis is a prayer for the continuation and completion of what was begun when the Holy Spirit came upon Mary and the Word was made flesh. The gesture also recalls how Jesus, as He ascended into heaven, stretched out His arms to bless His disciples (Luke 1:50-51). This was the epiclesis of the ascending Lord as He called upon the Father to send the promised Holy Spirit upon the church. That epiclesis of the ascending Lord is made present sacramentally on earth in the epiclesis of each sacrament.


The risen Lord by His sacrifice on the cross has won for us the outpouring of the Holy Spirit for which we ask in an epiclesis. Thus each liturgical epiclesis is a petition for the sending of the Holy Spirit to continue the work accomplished by Jesus in the incarnation and in the redemption through the cross.


Although an epiclesis is a liturgical action, it is not simply a prayer offered by the minister of the sacrament. As representative of the people, in the epiclesis the minister offers the interior sentiments of faith and prayer of his own heart and of the hearts of the people. The sentiments in the hearts of the people are an integral part of an epiclesis performed by a minister of the church. To participate fully in the epiclesis, then, the faithful should know what sentiments are expressed in an epiclesis, and strive to express them in their own hearts.

The interior sentiments of the heart


As a call to God to send the Holy Spirit, an epiclesis is first of all a declaration of neediness and lowliness, of emptiness and poverty which need to be filled. We find this lowliness and neediness expressed in Mary's response to the angel. Her words of fiat, "Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; may it be done to me according to your word" (Luke 1:28), were like an interior epiclesis, an opening of herself in her lowliness to the power of the Holy Spirit spoken of by the angel. After the Holy Spirit had come upon her, she sang in thanksgiving, "He has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant" (Luke 1:48-49).


In His neediness on the cross, Jesus entrusted Himself, and all of us, to the Father, saying, "Father, into your hands I commend my spirit" (Luke 23:46). In the epiclesis, we enter into this prayer of Jesus, by entrusting ourselves in our neediness to the Father.


An epiclesis expresses not just neediness. It is also an expression of faith. "The Father always hears the prayer of His Son's Church, which, in the epiclesis of each sacrament, expresses her faith in the power of the Spirit" (Catechism, 1127).


Moreover, an epiclesis is an offering to God of our expectations (Catechism 2105). It is a lively confidence that God in His merciful goodness will respond to our trust in His promises. Mary, our model, confidently entrusted herself completely to God, saying, "Be it done to me according to your word."  With her, we can all pray, "By your Spirit and power accomplish your loving purposes in me!" 

Obedient submission


An epiclesis is also an act of obedience. Mary said, "Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord," opening herself in obedience to the power of the Holy Spirit. It is an act of obedient submission to the Father. In His agony in the garden, Jesus cried out in poverty and neediness, "My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass
from me."  Yet humbly He obediently submitted to the Father's will: "Your will be done" (Matthew 26:39,42). "In the days of His flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save Him from death, and He was heard because of His reverent submission. Although He was Son, He learned obedience through what He suffered, and having been made perfect, He became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him" (Hebrews 5:7-9).


His reverent submission in His passion won for us the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the fruit of His sacrifice. Every epiclesis, then, is an opportunity for us to renew and strengthen our reverent obedience and submission to our Father.

Jesus expresses our neediness


How can we say that the epiclesis of the ascending Lord is an expression of neediness and poverty? The Lord Himself, in His glory, can hardly be said to be poor and needy. Whose neediness is He expressing? The gesture of the ascending Lord, overshadowing His disciples in blessing, is really a symbol of His heavenly intercession on our behalf: "He lives always to make intercession for them" (Hebrews 7:25). We are the poor and needy ones for whom He is praying. Like every epiclesis, then, the epiclesis of the heavenly Jesus, asking the Father to send the Holy Spirit, does spring from neediness, from emptiness, from profound human poverty. For in the heavenly epiclesis, Jesus is presenting to the Father the neediness in which He cried out to the Father in the agony in the garden and in
His sacrifice on the cross. Jesus was indeed poor and needy in His agony and in His crucifixion, both in His own suffering human nature, and as the representative of the whole human race, whose needs He had made His own. He shared fully in our human condition and was like us in all things except sin (Hebrews 2:17), suffering pain and anguish of every kind, but  especially the weight of all sin. In carrying the

weight of our sin and all its effects, Jesus put Himself in intimate solidarity with each of us in our neediness and emptiness. Our neediness cried out in His, for He had
made it His own. In His agony He cried out, and we cried out in Him, "My Father, let this cup pass from me" (Matthew 26:39). On the cross He cried out, and we cried out in Him, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46)

Jesus asks that the Spirit be given to us


These are the cries expressed in the sacrifice of the cross on our behalf, and that eternal sacrifice is ever-present to God making intercession for us. Jesus' seven last words are His cry for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the human race. That cry echoes in every sacramental epiclesis, for the sacraments channel to us the fruit of our Lord's sacrifice, the coming of the Holy Spirit.


All these interior sentiments in the heart of Jesus, throughout His sufferings and on the cross, are in His sacrifice ever-present to God, and are made present anew in the epiclesis of every Mass and sacrament, as the Lord's own petition for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon our weakness and neediness.


These same sentiments should be in the heart of both minister and people in every epiclesis. All who participate in the liturgy should be offering their own neediness, as Mary offered hers at the annunciation, as Jesus did in His agony and on the cross, as Mary did standing at the foot of the cross, as Jesus and Mary did in solidarity with us, offering our neediness in theirs.

Confidence and trust


We should offer our poverty and neediness in faith and confident trust, and lively expectation that the epiclesis will obtain an outpouring of the Holy Spirit, as we entrust ourselves to the Father in reverent obedience and submission. Our confident hope expressed in the epiclesis should be so firm and sure that it easily bursts into praise and thanksgiving, even for the gifts not yet bestowed, but which will certainly be granted in answer to the Lord's own epiclesis expressed in our hearts.


We have been speaking of the interior sentiments which should be in the heart of everyworshiper at the epiclesis, expressing our neediness and emptiness. How does the Holy Spirit fill this emptiness? The Catholic Catechism speaks of the ultimate fullness we ask for in calling upon the Father to send the Holy Spirit:


"The epiclesis is also a prayer for the full effect of the assembly's communion with the mystery of Christ.... The church therefore asks the Father to send the Holy Spirit to make the lives of the faithful a living sacrifice to God by their spiritual transformation into the image of Christ, by concern for the church's unity, and by taking part in her mission through the witness and service of charity" (CCC, 1109).


Therefore, though we do present our personal neediness to God in the epiclesis, by its very nature as a liturgical action, in the epiclesis we pray for the needs of the whole people of God. Liturgy is always the prayer of the whole people. We should be conscious that we are praying above all "for the full effect of the assembly's communion with the mystery of Christ." We are asking for the full effects in the world of our Lord's paschal mystery, and should not be narrowly concerned only with our personal needs.


Clearly, the word epiclesis, so rich in meaning, should be in every Christian's vocabulary, so that we all may pray the epiclesis in our hearts as we participate in the Mass and in the sacraments, truly desiring to become "one body, one spirit in Christ, a living sacrifice of praise."


As the Catechism states it, "In every liturgical action the Holy Spirit is sent in order to bring us into communion with Christ and so form His Body.... Communion with the Holy Trinity and fraternal communion are inseparably the fruit of the Spirit in the liturgy" (1108). This communion with the Holy Trinity, in communion with one another in the body of Christ, is implored in every epiclesis, for it is the full fruit of the Holy Spirit whom we ask the Father to send.


May we all live, then, in the spirit of the epiclesis  in an attitude of emptiness and neediness before God, with expectant faith in His promised in-filling by the Holy Spirit, and as living sacrifices in humble submission to the divine will which is spiritually transforming us into full communion with the Holy Trinity.                                        
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