Liturgy of the Word
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the twenty-seventh 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 Liturgy of the Word, the first major part of the Mass.

Liturgy of the Word

The Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist are the two principal parts of the Mass.  We speak of being fed at the “table” of God’s Word and at the “table” of the Eucharist.

Having gathered in Christ’s name, Christ is present with us, and now he speaks to us.  The Second Vatican Council affirmed that “Christ is present in his Word, since it is he himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in the Church.”

Jesus is the eternal Word of God.  He himself is the Father’s definitive Word to us.  The letter to the Hebrews begins with the words, “In times past God spoke in partial and various ways to our ancestors through the prophets; in these last days, he spoke to us through his Son...who is the very imprint of God’s being.”

The Scriptures, then, are, for Christians, inspired human words that give expression—as well as human words ever can—to that eternal Word.  Christ speaks to us when the scriptures are read in the Church; and what the scriptures speak about is Christ, who is the very embodiment of God’s love for us, the good news of God’s saving love.

On Sundays and special Feasts, the Liturgy of the Word consists of a First Reading, a Responsorial Psalm, a Second Reading, a Gospel Acclamation, a Reading from one of the four Gospels, a Homily, a recitation of the Creed, and the General Intercessions or Prayer of the Faithful.

The First Reading

The first reading is always selected in tandem with the Gospel of the day.  Most of the time the reading is taken from the Jewish scriptures, what we Christians call the “Old Testament.”  The Jewish people read these scriptures for what they say in themselves in the context in which they were written long ago.  Christians read these scriptures as speaking in some way of Christ, and so we read the Jewish scriptures in light of the mystery of Christ, and therefore in light of the Gospels and the other Christian scriptures, what we call the “New Testament.”

On the Sundays of Easter and on some Feasts, the First Reading is taken from the Acts of the Apostles rather than from the Old Testament.  The Acts of the Apostles recounts for us the beginnings of the process whereby the power of the resurrection of Jesus has renewed the earth and changed human history through the preaching of the Apostles.

The Responsorial Psalm

In a sense the Psalm is another reading from the Old Testament.  But in today’s parlance we might call it an “interactive” reading.  The psalms are the inspired songs of Israel in which the Israelites praised God, lamented their own plight and sufferings, and begged God for help.  In Christian worship the psalms become the prayer of Christ, whose members we are.  In Christ we praise the Father, we thank him for his gifts, we express our sorrow for our sins, and we implore his saving help.  It is the power of these ancient prayers, inspired by the Spirit and now prayed by the Spirit in us, that makes the psalms the vehicle of our prayer and our praise.

The Second Reading

On Sundays and Feasts the second reading is taken from the Letters of St. Paul and the other Apostles or from the Book of Revelation.  On Sundays, especially during Ordinary Time, we have what is called a “continuous reading” of these letters, that is, for several Sundays in a row, we will have consecutive excerpts from a particular letter.  When we have finished that letter, we move on to another one.  What this means is that the passage read from the letter is not necessarily related to the Gospel reading of the day.  Thus the homilist usually has the choice of preaching on the Gospel and the Old Testament Reading that was chosen to accompany that Gospel; or he may preach on the Second Reading from the letters; rarely do all three readings relate to a single theme.

The Gospel Acclamation

The Gospels, presenting as they do the saving words and actions of Jesus himself, are for Christians the most precious of all the books of the Bible.  The congregation welcomes the proclamation of the Gospel by singing a brief acclamation.  The Hebrew word “Alleluia” meaning “Praise the Lord” is sung, except during the seasons of Advent and Lent when a less joyous acclamation is used.  The verse of the acclamation is either taken from the Gospel of the day or is related to the Gospel of the day.  Sometimes during the singing of the acclamation, the book of the Gospels is incensed.  This is an expression of our belief that the words of the Gospels speak to us so profoundly of the mystery of Christ that we can say that they “embody” Christ himself in human words in a way analogous to the way in which the Eucharist will embody Christ himself substantially under the appearances of bread and wine.

The Gospel
In order to expose the faithful to more of the Gospel readings than was done previous to the Second Vatican Council, the new lectionary contains three cycles of Sunday readings.  Thus during Year A we read the Gospel of Matthew, in Year B, Mark, in Year C, Luke.  We read from the Gospel of John during Lent and the Easter Season.  And, since Mark’s Gospel is shorter than Matthew or Luke, we read the great Bread of Life Discourse from the sixth chapter of John’s Gospel on several Sundays during Year B.

The Homily
The purpose of the Homily is to apply the scripture readings, especially the Gospel, to the life of the faithful today.  In a certain sense it is a work of “translation.”  The homilist takes the words and deeds of Jesus, originally spoken and enacted in a culture and a time very different from our own, and helps them become the living Word of God for the faithful today.  The homilist may also preach on the words of the liturgical texts, for example the words of the Mass, because they too are sacred words and in a way extensions of the words of the scriptures.

Listening to the readings and the homily is not the same thing as listening to, say, a recitation of the Gettysburg Address.  The listening we do at church is a sacred act done in the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit inspired the writing of the Scriptures that are proclaimed.  We hope that the homilist has himself heard and communicated what the Spirit is saying to the Church.  And while we listen with our ears to the words that are spoken, the Spirit is at work deep within us so that we might hear with our minds and might take to heart the Word that God is addressing to us.

The Creed

Our first response to the Word we have heard is to express our belief in the God who has spoken to us and saved us in Christ.  Normally we recite the Nicene Creed which is a formulation of our Catholic faith that emerged from the early Councils of the Church.  Also permitted is use of the Apostle’s Creed, another ancient formulation of our Catholic beliefs.

The Prayer of the Faithful

A second response to the Word is to exercise our Baptismal priesthood by praying with confidence to God for the church, the world, our nation, the sick, the faithful departed and all others in need of God’s help.  Again, at its deepest level, our praying is the action of the Holy Spirit within us.

 Mary and the Word
The Gospels present Mary as the model believer and hearer of the Word.  We are told in Luke’s Gospel that Mary pondered the words that were spoken to her and the events of her life, and that she treasured all these things in her heart.  Elizabeth calls her “blessed” because she “believed that what was spoken to [her] by the Lord would be fulfilled.”  Jesus himself affirms that his mother “hears the word of God and acts on it.”  Indeed, at the very beginning of the Gospel, Mary is portrayed as one who says “Yes” to what God was asking of her, and she continued to say yes through exile into Egypt and through loss of her child in the temple and later to his ministry, and even to the bitter end when Jesus, seeing her at the foot of the Cross—as is narrated in John’s Gospel—asked her to acquiesce in his death, because it was God’s will, by directing her motherly attention to the disciple and to all of us.  Hearing and acting on God’s word:  this is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.
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