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EUCHARISTIC PRAYER IV

For many years now I have often thought how good it would be to preach homilies on the Eucharistic Prayers of the Mass.  Then early this week (Mon 5th week Ordinary y1), in the Liturgy of the Word, we read once again the story of creation from the Book of Genesis – how God, by mere power of His Word, created all things.  “Let there be light,” He said, “and there was light.” (Gen 1:3)  And I remembered how the fourth Eucharistic Prayer clearly echoes the creation story.  So I decided to speak today on the fourth Eucharistic Prayer.

Each of the four Eucharistic Prayers follows a definite pattern.  Each one begins with a great burst of praise of God and thanksgiving, an exclamation of wonder at the marvelous things God has done.  “It is truly right and just that we should praise you always and everywhere.”  The preface to the Eucharistic Prayer, an integral part of the Eucharistic Prayer, always begins in that way.  “Father in heaven, it is right that we should give you praise and glory.” (IV) “Father, all powerful and ever-living God, we do well always and everywhere to give you thanks.”

After the opening burst of praise and wonderment of what God has done, each Eucharistic Prayer continues by recalling and retelling all the reasons for praise and thanksgiving.  This is the second element in each Eucharistic Prayer and is called the “anamnesis”—the remembering, the recalling of the marvelous works of the Lord.  
The Bible is filled with prayers of this kind; for example, Zachariah, filled with the Holy Spirit, praised God saying:  “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people.” (Lk 1:68)   Mary, too, in her Magnificat, praises God for the marvels He has done:  “My soul magnifies the Lord…for He has regarded the low estate of his handmaiden.”  (Lk1:68; 46-47)
And at Pentecost, too, when the apostles and disciples were gathered together, “They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them to proclaim.” (Acts 2:4)  The crowds who gathered in amazement said:  “We hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God.” (Acts 2:11)
That’s what we do in the anamnesis, the remembering part of the Eucharistic Prayers.  In a great burst of praise, filled with the Holy Spirit, we speak of the mighty acts of God!  These are chiefly the acts of redemption accomplished by Jesus Christ, but the Fourth Eucharistic Prayer begins by praising God for the marvelous work of creation, and in that context goes on to recount the works of redemption.  This fourth prayer remembers and retells all of salvation history:  the creation, the fall, the redemption, and God’s saving works here and now being continued by the Holy Spirit in the Church and in the Eucharist.

The anamnesis, or the recalling of God’s mighty works, leads psychologically to the third element of each Eucharistic Prayer: the intercessions asking God to continue these marvelous acts here and now.

The remembrance of what God has done contains an implicit praise of His power and goodness, and the person praying instinctively turns to this new aspect, petition.  “You have done thus and thus in the past, grant us now this new favor.” And we ask with great confidence that you continue and complete these works of the past complete salvation history in us.  Our very asking is a continuation of our praising, since in asking, we acknowledge His power and love, and thus implicitly we are honoring and praising Him.

The fourth and final section of the Eucharistic Prayer is a return to praise — the doxology.  He has done the wonderful things we have recalled, and as we confidently await new deeds of His love and power. we praise Him again:  “Through Him, with Him, in Him, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all glory and honor is yours, almighty Father, for ever and ever.”

The fourth Eucharistic Prayer begins with an exclamation of praise—in this instance, the praise of God for creation.  The Father is the source of life and has created the world so that He might heap his blessings upon His creatures.

In Genesis chapter one:  He blesses living creatures to insure its continuation.  Life itself is the first blessing.  
The Sanctus is an outburst of praise—“Heaven and earth are filled with your glory!”  All creation shows forth the glory of God.  The angels, the Seraphim who see Him face to face, praise Him.  We join them in this praise.
Thus in the Preface to Eucharistic Prayer IV, we focus on creation and God’s purpose:  to pour forth His blessings.  After the Sanctus, the anamnesis resumes, focusing now on the creation of man in God’s image, and the history of salvation.
Finally, [we come to] the blessing of blessings, the sending of the Holy Spirit to continue this work of salvation among us.

Now comes the first epiclesis.  This is a prayer asking the Father to send the Holy Spirit upon the gift the Church is offering (epikalein: to appeal for help, to invoke upon, to plead).  [The epiclesis is] a call to the Holy Spirit to continue and complete the marvelous works of God accomplished by Christ in His work of redemption.

[There are] two epicleses in each of the new Eucharistic Prayers:  The first comes before the consecration and relates to it—a consecration epiclesis.  After the first epiclesis, we have the actual consecration:  the words of the priest are filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.

The second is a communion epiclesis and relates to the union to be brought about among those who will share in the sacrifice by receiving Holy Communion.

MYSTERIUM FIDEI

The priest proclaims the presence of Jesus, saying “Mysterium Fidei.”  Jesus Himself is the Mystery of Faith!  The people respond by acclaiming Him.  To acclaim is to welcome with heartfelt praise.  The very acclamation is an anamnesis:  Christ you have died for us!  You have risen for us!  You will come again for us!

Thus it is not a matter of praising a far off God, but our God is immediately present to us to pour out upon us the fullness of His blessings—to continue His mighty works!  He is present with us as our living sacrifice to God.

After the acclamation, the anamnesis resumes, as we recall the details of the work of Jesus.  Then comes the actual offering of the Son’s Body and Blood to the Father—anaphora.  This crucified and risen Lord whom we acclaimed, welcoming Him with praise, is present with us our living sacrifice to God.  After the acclamation, and a brief remembering of the specific saving deeds He has accomplished on our behalf, we offer Him these saving deeds as our sacrifice to God.  What a blessing this is:  God has blessed us with this perfect sacrifice which is so pleasing and acceptable to Him.  As we offer this sacrifice, the flood of untold blessings it brings is released, especially the blessing of love, of reconciliation, of unity in the one Body of Christ.
And, at once we begin to ask explicitly for these various blessings—above all, in the communion epiclesis [we ask] for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit of love and unity.  Thus we express the great desire of our Lord’s own heart, “that they may be one.”   For this purpose He died and rose again, to gather into one the children of God who were scattered abroad!

Thus, the second epiclesis asks that the Holy Spirit make one body of all who participate in Christ’s Body and Blood (the one Bread, the one Cup) so that the participants may themselves become, in Christ, a living sacrifice of praise, to God’s glory.

Here the intercessions begin—for the holy people of God, the visible head, the local bishop, all the bishops, etc. “All who seek God with a sincere heart.”

The prayer ends with the classical doxology.

[Now, with increased understanding, may we all enter more fully into this marvelous prayer at each Mass.]

[Bracketed text added by editor.]
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