


Singing, to highlight the communal aspects of what is taking
place, often accompanies the collection and procession. At
times instrumental music occurs. The latter offers us a quiet
moment, a time to relax a bit before moving further into the
celebration of the eucharist.

Auxiliary Rites and Prayers: Various other texts and gestures
have been incorporated into the presentation rite.

The first of these would be the two short prayers of blessing, one
over the bread and the other over the cup. The priest first raises
the bread a little over the altar and recites a text, based on a
Jewish table prayer, which blesses or praises God, as the creator
of the world, for the gift of bread. A similar prayer is said after
the cup has been prepared. These texts, which are primarily
private prayers of the priest, recall the source, meaning, and
goal of the gifts which are presented in view of what they will
become, namely our bread of life and our spiritual drink.

You will notice that the priest, in preparing the cup, adds a
small amount of water to the wine. This mixing of water and
wine, retained in the Mass seemingly for reasons of tradition,
has its roots in an ancient practice of diluting the wine to make
it less strong. Soon this practice received various symbolic
interpretations. Today it recalls that just as wine receives water,
so we are to share in the divinity of Christ who assumed
human flesh for us.

At times the gifts, the altar, and the people are incensed during
the preparation of the gifts. This action engages not only our
sense of smell but our sight as well. Incense is the traditional
symbol of prayer arising to God (confer Psalm 141:2; Revela-
tion 8:3—4). Thus the gifts and the altar may be incensed as a
sign that the assembly’s offering and prayer will go up to God.
Priest and people may also be incensed, not only to recognize
the innate holiness of all God’s people, but also as a sign that
they are to unite themselves and their prayers with the gifts
which will be offered in the eucharistic prayer.

Another auxiliary rite, one which is the private action of the
presiding priest, is the washing of the hands. The Roman Mass
has historically known various washings of the hands, some-
times for purposes of physical cleanliness, sometimes as a
symbol of interior purity. Today the rite expresses the presider’s
need for inward purification.

Prayer over the Gifts: The preparation rite comes to a close
with the prayer over the gifts. Originally this was the only
prayer prayed over the gifts before the beginning of the
eucharistic prayer. It was once called the “secret,” not because
the Church desired to hide its contents, but from the silent
manner of its recitation which was introduced in the early

Middle Ages.

The prayer is preceded by an invitation which refers to the
sacrificial character of the Mass which is offered by the whole
assembly. Our response indicates that we are joined to the
priest and that the eucharist is offered not only in praise of the
Father but also for the sanctification of the faithful. Whereas
the opening prayer is more expansive and frequently mentions
some aspect of the feast or the liturgical season being cel-
ebrated, the prayer over the gifts is more concise, requesting
divine acceptance and expressing our desire to be united with
the offering to come.

Although the preparation rite is essentially quite simple
and brief, this is not to be an “idle” time in the celebration.
Certainly we prepare the altar for the eucharistic meal,
we prepare the bread and wine for what is to come. But as
we do so, we also prepare ourselves so that with faith-
filled hearts we may joyfully acclaim the praise of God in
the eucharistic prayer which follows. This prayer will be
the subject of our next reflection.
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