Liturgy – the Gathering Rites
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the twenty-sixth in our series of talks on Marist spirituality.  We are currently offering a catechesis on the Mass to help prepare for the introduction of a new translation of the prayers of the Mass in Advent 2011.
In this talk I would like to reflect on the Introductory Rites also called the “Gathering Rites” of the Mass.

The Greek word for Church is Ekklesia from the verb ekkalein, “to call out” or “to summon.”  The Church is the Assembly of God’s People, called forth and gathered together by the Lord.  Baptism is the response to the Lord’s call and the way of admission into the Assembly of the Church.  The Church now comes together, gathered here by the Lord, to celebrate the saving paschal mystery of Christ in the Eucharist.  As the people enter the church building, they bless themselves with holy water as a reminder that it is baptism that admits to the Assembly of the faithful.  The “gathering rites” reflect our response to the Lord’s call gathering us together.  At the same time we remember that Jesus said that “where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”

Processional Hymn

Psychologically, the act of singing together about something of significance to all has the effect of uniting the assembly.

Sign of Cross

The Mass begins with the sign of the cross.  This is an “action symbol” that expresses the central beliefs of the Christian people:  that God exists as a Trinity of persons ; and that salvation and eternal life are found in and through the cross of Christ.

Greeting

The Presider expresses the wish that the Lord and his grace may be with the faithful gathered here to engage in this sacred action of the Mass.  After all, it is the work of God in Christ, and through him in his people, that is being enacted in the Mass.  

Traditionally the priest said, in Latin, Dominus vobiscum, that is, “The Lord be with you,” and the people, or at least the server, responded, again in Latin, et cum spiritu tuo, “and with your spirit.”  The reform of the Liturgy after Vatican II added as possible formulas some of the greetings found in the letters of St. Paul, e.g. “The grace and peace of God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ be with you,” found in the Letter to the Romans, 1:7.  In the official Latin text, the response of the people remained “and with your spirit,” but when this was translated into English it was rendered “and also with you.”  Certainly the people do wish that the Lord also be with the Presider.  But the response “and with your spirit” seems to imply more.  Traditionally this response was only said to an ordained minister.  “And with your spirit” seems to express the people’s wish that the Lord stir up the charismatic gifts of the spirit given to the priest at his ordination so that he might fulfill his prophetic role of  proclaiming God’s word to the people and drawing them into the sacrifice of Christ being enacted at the Mass.  For this reason, the revision of the English translation will now have the people responding with the words “and with your spirit” here at the beginning of Mass and in the various other places in the Mass where the Presider says “The Lord be with you.”

In any case, this initial greeting expresses the belief and desire that the Lord be active among the faithful in the Assembly so that they may truly enter into this sacred work that God in Christ is enacting in their midst.

Penitential Rite

In the Penitential Rite, the Presider invites the people to bring their whole selves into this sacred action.  Christ associated with sinners and shared meals with them.  The Mass is no different.  All who gather are sinners, in need of God’s mercy, the mercy that is offered them in the saving mystery of Christ enacted in the Mass.  The Mass is a “come as you are” occasion.  The faithful come as they are, with all of their consciousness of their weakness and sinfulness, with all of their need for God’s forgiveness and healing, and ask God for his merciful help.  As God gathers the faithful into the assembly to celebrate the mystery of Christ, he invites them to gather their whole selves into his presence, to lay their whole selves open to his saving action.

Gloria

The assembly now sings an ancient hymn of praise and thanksgiving to God beginning with the words sung by the angels at the birth of Christ (cf. Luke 2:14).  The assembly is thus united in doing what they have come to do:  the word Eucharist derives from the Greek for “thanksgiving.”  The Mass is not about any human initiative.  The Mass is about giving thanks for God’s initiative, for God’s saving work in Christ.  Here in the very introductory rites, the assembly engages already in this central activity of praise and thanksgiving.

Opening Prayer (“Collect”)
The opening prayer used to be called the “Collect” meaning a prayer said when the people were gathering together for the Mass.  It also had the connotation of the prayer that expressed the prayer intention of the gathered assembly.

Thus in the course of the Gathering Rites the assembly has already prayed the four modes of prayer:

Contrition – the Penitential Rite

Adoration – the Gloria

Thanksgiving – the Gloria

Petition or Supplication – the Opening Prayer

Summary of the Gathering Rites

Through the Gathering Rites, then, the people of God have truly been gathered together: 

by singing the Hymn together;

by signing themselves with the common sign of our faith: the Sign of the Cross;

by the Greeting expressing the desire that God be present and at work in the Assembly;

by gathering into consciousness and into the Lord’s presence their weakness, sinfulness, and need for God’s mercy, in the Penitential Rite;

by engaging in the principal work of the assembly, namely praise and thanksgiving in the Gloria;

and by the Collect prayer that gathers their intentions into one.

Gathered together in Christ’s name, we know that, according to his promise, Christ is present in our Assembly.

Mary and the Gathering of the Church Community

Fr. Colin, the Marist Founder, tells us that Mary’s embrace is open to all who would enter, and that therefore the mission of Marists is to “gather all the members of Christ that all might be of one mind and one heart in the Church.”  God’s work in Christ is precisely the gathering together of all of God’s people into unity, a reversal and healing of the divisions that have plagued the human race since the events at the Tower of Babel.  As we come together in Jesus’ name to celebrate Eucharist, we enact this gathering into one mind and one heart which is God’s plan for humanity.  Mary herself was among the first Christians who gathered in the upper room to await the coming of the Holy Spirit.  Gathering with others in Jesus’ name, and welcoming others into the gathering:  this is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist Way.
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