
 1 

LENT 1 (2018)  
THE SHAPE OF THE LITURGY 

I. THE GATHERING 
 
Today we begin our series on the shape of the Eucharist. 
The Eucharist has been described as a drama in four acts: 
 
The gathering 
The liturgy of the word 
The liturgy of the sacrament 
And the dismissal. 
 
WHY DO WE GATHER? 
As we begin with the Gathering, we might ask ourselves a very 
simple question: 
Why gather? Why come to church at all?  
 
The answer is equally simple – because Jesus told us to: 
 
‘When two or three are gathered together in my name, I am there 
with them.’ 
 
Christ’s is present to his disciples when they come together. 
When he called them, he called them in twos and threes, not alone. 
When he called, he called them together as a group. 
Unus Christianus, nullus Christianus, said Saint Anselm, ‘one 
Christian, no Christian’ – you can’t be a follower of Jesus all on your 
own. 
Ekklesia – the word we translate as ‘church’ means ‘gathering’.  
So it is the very nature of Christians to come together. 
Today, Jesus continues to call us into community and into fellowship 
with him and with others –  
that’s why we gather, 
that’s why it matters. 
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HEART AND MIND PREPARED 
So we gather for the Mass – but when does it begin? 
It starts before we have even arrived, with our own preparation. 
There is a Quaker phrase about worship: ‘Come with heart and mind 
prepared’. 
That might mean looking over the scripture readings printed on the 
pew sheet for the week ahead.  
Or it might mean asking, ‘What is my prayer today?’ 
If we come to Mass in this way, then we will receive so much more 
than if we arrive just in time, or late, feeling rushed and anxious. 
In some churches, you used to find the sign: ‘Speak to God before 
Mass and one another after!’ A little harsh perhaps, but the intention 
was good. When we gather for worship, we begin by offering to God 
in prayer what is on our mind and in our heart today. 
 
INTROIT 
And then the bell rings and we stand for the opening hymn.  
We begin with song. 
We shift from being individuals sitting near each other,  
to a united body, as our voices join in praise.  
We are no longer individuals but part of a congregation with a 
common purpose. 
St Augustine famously said, ‘he who sings, prays twice’.  
But he also said that to sing is characteristic of the lover. 
We sing because we love God and because he loves us. 
 
IN NOMINE 
But I suppose the Mass really gets going with the invocation of the 
Holy Trinity – this is the God that that we worship as Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit, in whose name we gather. By it we are reminded that 
God is pure relationship. As we do so, we make the sign of the Cross, 
because it is the way into that shared divine life, and bless ourselves 
in God’s name. 
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Such as sign reminds us that prayer is not just verbal, by physical too. 
We are not brains on sticks, but embodied beings and God came to 
save all of us, body and soul – and so we respond to him with our 
whole being. The same could be said of all our worship. As thinking, 
feeling, physical creatures, the movement, ritual, symbol and 
posture of our worship is a holistic reflection our humanity. 
 
These movement also remind us that the Eucharist is primarily an 
action - Jesus said, ‘DO this in remembrance of me’ – it is something 
done, something enacted. 
 
DOMINUS VOBISCUM 
What comes next might seem trivial.  
The priest greets the people saying – ‘The Lord be with you’. 
You will notice this phrase at all the major transitions of the service – 
at its beginning, before the Gospel, before the Eucharistic Prayer and 
again before the dismissal. 
It is a greeting, but it is also more than a greeting.  
The Eucharist is not something the priest does at which the people 
are merely present as spectators. 
It is celebrated by the whole congregation. 
The greeting and response is a sign of mutuality and consent – if 
there is no response then the service cannot continue!  
By saying ‘and also with you’, we are recognising the presence of 
Christ in each other, and willing that the Eucharist should be 
celebrated by us and among us. 
 
CONFITEOR 
But before we can continue, something else is needed.  
 
We cannot worship God wholeheartedly and unreservedly until we 
have set aside anything that is troubling us, anything that separates 
us from God and neighbour by clouding our conscience.  
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The Penitential Rite with its confession and absolution is an 
opportunity to hold before God anything that isn’t quite right in our 
lives. We kneel, touching the earth, the humus from which we derive 
the word humility.  
 
This honesty is essential. We are not the heroes of our own stories, 
and even saints casts shadows. With relief we cast off the pretence 
of perfection and admit who and what we are – frail, tender, 
vulnerable and beautiful human beings. The Church helps to be 
ourselves – to  be human. 
 
We do not confess our sins so as to stir up guilt within us. It is not 
there to plead forgiveness from an angry God – but to lay hold of the 
mercy he already offers us, and to thank him for it. To show this 
Jesus tells the story of the Prodigal Son in which the Father rushes 
out to embrace the son he has already forgiven. The Son’s confession 
is important in helping him to receive the forgiveness, but the 
forgiveness is already there. It says God is love and everything is 
forgivable.   
 
We receive the absolution by making the Sign of the Cross again, but 
here its meaning is slightly different. It is the Cross that bears our 
sins and enables access to God’s mercy, so by making the cross at 
this point, we could say that we ‘cross out’ our sins. 
 
GLORIA IN EXCELSIS 
Normally at this point, forgiven and right with God, and with a new 
dignity as His children, we stand upright for the Gloria in excelsis. We 
join our voices with those of the Christmas angels announcing, ‘Glory 
to God in the highest.’ It reminds us that whenever we worship, we 
are participating in the eternal worship of the angels and saints in 
the glory of heaven – They gather here with us, or rather, we gather 
with them. It is the omission of these words in Advent and Lent that 
is so striking and changes the tone.  
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OREMUS 
The Gathering of the service is brought to an end with the prayer 
known as the Collect. It literally means ‘a gathered prayer’. It 
formally collects and offers up to the God prayers of the people 
according to the theme or season of the day. So the priest says ‘Let 
us pray’ and keeps a moment of stillness for the people to unite in 
silent prayer. There is a collect for each Sunday and feast day of the 
year. They are ancient and beautiful prayers – and they are printed 
on your pew sheet for you to take away with you and pray at home. 
 
GATHERING OUR LIVES TOGETHER 
Worship forms us more than we can know. 
Because liturgy is our faith in embodied form. 
The pattern of the Eucharist gives shape to our lives – its deep 
structure forms us. 
And the gathering at the start of the service is a model for gathering 
in all our lives. 
 
We are the people of God – drawn together from many backgrounds 
and walks of life. Our diverse gathering in the Church is a model for 
the diverse and inclusive gathering that should be the norm in our 
community, nation and in the wider world where all are one in 
Christ. 
 
As we greet and gather in love we might ask ourselves – what 
encounters will we have this week with people different from us? 
 
When we have been confessed and forgiven – what honesty and 
reconciliation are needed in the the days ahead? 
 
Here we have rejoiced in God’s presence among us – where might 
we find God in the world around us?  
 
To help us answer that question, next week we will reflect on the 
next part of the eucharist – the liturgy of the word. 


