Chrism Mass 2007

“He loves us and has washed away our sins with his blood and made us a line of kings, priests to serve his God and Father.”

We heard these words in our second reading taken from the Book of the Apocalypse. The are extremely apt, not simply on account of their reference to our being made a line of priests, but also because of the context recently created for us by Pope Benedict XVI’s first Encyclical entitled “God is Love”, and by the recent Apostolic Exhortation, which refers to the Mass as the “Sacramentum Caritatis” – the sacrament of charity, the sacrifice of love.

In a recent “Notification” from the Congregation for the Doctine of the Faith, on the theological deficits in the popular work of the Jesuit theologian Jon Sobrino, there was noted the suggestion that Christ himself in his human understanding of the significance of the act which he undertook as the will of his Father, did not see his death as a sacrificial offering for our sins.  The suggestion is that this was elaborated later by St Paul and by the writer to the Hebrews.
However this theory would overlook entirely the significance which Jesus himself gave to his celebrating the paschal meal with his disciples before he suffered, clearly identifying himself with the lamb of sacrifice, as we will hear in the account of that Last Supper given by St Paul himself to the Corinthians, reflecting word for word what is contained in the synoptic gospels: “This is my body which is for you … this cup is the new covenant of my blood.” (1 Cor 11: 24-25)
We know that in his human nature Jesus put his fullest faith in his father, embracing his will. In Gethsemane he prayed: “If it be possible let this cup be taken away from me. But not my will but yours be done …”

“It is consummated,” he cried from the cross, implying that his work was done and that the sacrifice of himself in obedience to his Father’s will was complete.

It is true that over the years the Church, reflecting on these events and words, has deepened its understanding of the significance of Our Lord’s passion and death, coming almost to the point in late medieval practice where that aspect of the Mass overshadowed every other meaning.
Especially since the Second Vatican Council our understanding of the Mass as a way in which we communicate with Christ has been developed, and our appreciation of the significance of our partaking in the bread and wine transformed into the body and blood of Christ has grown enormously.  Most people today would think it a fault if they did not receive Holy Communion at Mass.

But we must be careful here. As the Holy Father points out: “Clearly, full participation in the Eucharist takes place when the faithful approach the altar in person to receive communion. Yet even in cases where it is not possible to receive sacramental communion, participation at Mass remains necessary, important, meaningful and fruitful. In such circumstances it is beneficial to cultivate a desire for full union with Christ through the practice of spiritual communion, praised by Pope John Paul II and recommended by saints who were masters of the spiritual life.” (Sac Car 55)
We are not to forget that the Mass is sacrifice. That it is essentially and primarily sacrifice, the sacrifice of Our Lord, and that only insofar as it is sacrifice is it the saving work of our High Priest. His body and blood are placed before us, not simply as signs of his love, nor simply as symbols of his wish that thereby we be nourished, but as evidence that he has paid for us the price of our transgressions:

“We had all gone astray like sheep, each taking his own way, and the Lord burdened Him with the sins of all of us.  Harshly dealt with, he bore it humbly, he never opened his mouth, like a lamb led to the slaughter, like a sheep dumb before its shearers, never opening his mouth.” (Is: 52)
We will hear these words from the prophet Isaiah on Good Friday itself, and these words which follow: “If he offers his life in atonement, he shall see his heirs, he shall have a long life and through him what the Lord wishes will be done.” (ibid)
What the Lord wishes is that we do what he did in memory of him: “Whenever you drink [of this cup] do this as a memorial of me.”  St Paul comments: “Until the Lord comes, every time you eat this bread and drink this cup, you are proclaiming his death.” (Cor 11: 26)
To return to our original passage from the Apocalypse: “He loves us and has washed away our sine with his blood, and made us a line of kings, priests to serve his God and father.”

We have considered his love for us, and his laying down his life for us, and it is now for us to recognise in our ministry “the line of priests to serve his God and father.”  In his new apostolic exhortation, which I encourage you to take to your prayer, the Holy Father teases out for us some of the implications for our priestly spirituality.  He asks us to “conform our lives to the mystery of the Lord’s cross.”  He recommends the “daily celebration of Mass” and notes that “if celebrated in a faith-filled and attentive way, Mass is formative in the deepest sense of the word, since it fosters the priest’s configuration to Christ and strengthens him in his vocation.” (Sac Car 80)
In the rite of ordination we are counselled to “imitate the sacrifice we offer”. This suggests that as a minimum we should see our priesthood as service, our celibacy as gift and our love for the people to whom we minister as a reflection of the love of him who for our sakes did not, though his state was divine ,cling to his equality with God but emptied himself to assume the condition of a slave, and became as men are; and being as all men are was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross.” (Phil: 2, 6-8)
In Sacramentum Caritatis, our Holy Father puts it like this: “I encourage the clergy always to see their eucharistic ministry as a humble service offered to Christ and his Church. The priesthood, as Saint Augustine said, is amoris officium,  it is the office of the good shepherd, who offers his life for his sheep (cf. Jn 10:14-15).”
However the true consummation of the cross was not death but life, and it is to life that our own sacrifices point. Indeed our hopes rest on our sharing in his glorious resurrection: “God raised him high and gave him the name which is above all other names so that all beings in heaven, on earth and in the underworld should bend the knee at the name of Jesus and that every tongue should acclaim Jesus Christ as Lord to the glory of God the Father.” (ibid 9-11)
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