Where is our Road Map Leading us?

So far, we have discussed in some detail the Divine Liturgy up to and including the transfer of the bread and wine (The Great Entrance) to the holy table. Before we venture any further into the liturgy, it is worth stepping back and taking a look at where we have been and to where we are headed. By doing this, we will be able to see a couple of things. First, we should notice that there is a very natural progression to the liturgy. Also, we should recognize that there are certain unchanging elements – sign posts, if you will – in the Divine Liturgy that form and guide its structure. 

At the very heart of the Divine Liturgy is our participation in the Eucharist, the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ. Not as to lessen the significance of this event, it is important to remember that in its simplest form the Eucharist is a meal. We see this very clearly in St. Matthew’s gospel when Christ celebrated with his disciples the Passover – the first Eucharist. Here, we read in chapter 26 how Jesus blessed bread and wine and distributed it to his disciples. However, it is easy to recognize that, even though this was a meal, it was eaten under a completely different context. When Jesus blessed the bread he said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And when Jesus blessed the wine he said, “Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant”. So, yes, this was a meal for the disciples, but it wasn’t just an ordinary meal. In this meal the disciples were united to Christ as well as to each other since they were partaking of Christ’s body and blood. Christians in the first century immediately recognized the importance of this Passover meal that Christ and his disciples celebrated. It has always been at the center of the Church’s worship, and it is this same meal that we celebrate every Sunday at the Divine Liturgy. Everything we do at the Divine Liturgy in some way prepares us for this great mystery – communion with Christ. 

In order for us to celebrate the Divine Liturgy – this awesome meal – on Sundays, there are things that unquestionably need to take place. The first and foremost is listening to the Word of God. If we, as Christians, are going to partake of the Word of God in the form of bread and wine, we most certainly better prepare ourselves by first hearing it! This is why we have Scripture readings every Sunday. In the first couple centuries of the Christian Church, these two elements (hearing the Word of God and partaking of it in the Eucharstic meal) were the most important, and it was around these two things that our Divine Liturgy grew. 

Many other things or “events” that are in the Divine Liturgy became part of it out of necessity. Take, for example, the Little Entrance with the gospel book. Functionally, this was simply an entrance by all the people into the church. In order for the Eucharistic to happen, the people had to of course, first, assemble and then enter the temple. The same is true with the Great Entrance, which we have been talking about for the past couple of weeks. In order to celebrate the Eucharistc meal, the people had to first get the bread, wine, chalices, and all necessary items to make it happen. Everything we do at the Divine Liturgy prepares us, both spiritually as well as practically, for Christ’s mystical supper. 
