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(Editor's Note: We are continuing a series of articles written by James Callahan for the purpose of increasing our devotion while assisting at Holy Mass and receiving Holy Communion.)





How can we assist at the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, deriving from it our sanctification, if we do not prepare ourselves to assist?


   If we look around us, we see constant preparations for other events. In the spring, the farmer prepares his fields for planting.  The wild animals give birth in the late winter so that their young are fed during the spring and summer, preparing themselves for the coming winter.  In the winter, the wild seeds are dormant, preparing to germinate in the coming spring.


   If we work or worked, we had to prepare for our particular jobs.  From the cook to the housewife to the ditch-digger, from the sportsman to the miner, everyone had to prepare themselves for their personal or immediate tasks. We even prepare ourselves to sin, either by placing ourselves in the path of temptation, or by committing a mortal sin with full consent of the will.  Thus, preparation is not something foreign to us.


   Let us look at our Blessed Lord Himself as an example of perfect preparation. He did not go out into His public life without first preparing Himself for thirty years in His private life to illustrate to us perfect preparation. How many times in the Gospels does He remind us to prepare?  Mary would not have become the Mother of God if she had not prepared herself, earning and storing up grace upon grace, from her Immaculate Conception until the invitation by St. Gabriel the Archangel: “Hail, full of grace.” St. John the Baptist, sanctified and thus moved by a visit from our Lady and the Holy Ghost, would not have become the Precursor of Christ without his preparation in the desert. And, the Apostles, who even after three years of intense personal schooling by Christ, had to make a retreat from Ascension Thursday to Pentecost to prepare themselves for the coming of the Holy Ghost in order to do the things which Christ commanded them to do. Can we expect to reap any graces at all when we come to Mass with little or no preparation?


   Let us imagine that we are given a bit-part, a walk-on part without lines, in the Oberammergau Passion Play, which is seen by thousands and thousands of people. We would probably practice our entrance and exit mentally, ad nauseam, with exacting detail. We would make certain that our costume fit perfectly. This part would probably invade our every waking moment until the time came. What an honor! This play is staged every ten years, and now we are a part of it. Never mind that almost everyone else in town will be in the play! Never mind that we do not have one single word or solitary line to speak! We are totally and meticulously enveloped in our preparation.  And for what? Our strut upon the stage is to impress our fellow townspeople and the many tourists attending the play:  creatures all who, probably one week later, will have already forgotten even the scene we were in.


   At Mass, however, during the Consecration and at Holy Communion, our Blessed Lord, the King of Kings, is Body and Soul before us and in us.  Yet, do we scarcely remember Him even five minutes before Mass? Is His face so familiar that we would recognize Him after all the many visual distractions before Mass? If you did not prepare to meet Him, would you recognize Him when He approaches? He speaks so softly. If you did not prepare yourself in silence to hear Him, would you hear His voice when He speaks? Or, are your ears ringing with every distracting voice and noise you heard before entering the chapel? How many times has He tried to speak to us, and we could not hear Him? How many times did He want to fill our hearts, yet our hearts were filled with petty things, with no room for Him? Our hearts and minds are filled with things which, like soap bubbles, take up our attention for awhile, although they are empty and then fleetingly gone.


   Let us suppose that we were scheduled to meet a very  famous  person.  We would be in our best clothes and on our best behavior. Certainly we would never be late for such an appointment.  We could not let this famous person wait.  Nor would we allow others to distract us from our private rehearsal prior to this important meeting. We might even exhaust ourselves preparing for this momentous event.  And why? To meet another human creature who, again, may or may not remember us ten minutes after the meeting.  Even if we gave this person an expensive gift, or received one from him a short time after the meeting, we will probably be referred to as: What’s-his-name.


   Yet, when it comes to Mass, we make little or no preparation.  It is interesting to note that when we can bring the focus of attention on ourselves and our tasks, then preparation knows no bounds. So, perhaps our failure in preparation for Holy Mass is found in the fact that we really do not know Our Blessed Lord. With the Mass, the focus of all our attention should be on Jesus, our Lord.  Whether He is in the crib, or preaching to the people in His public life, or riding into the Holy City, or suffering His Passion and Death, He is present in the Mass, offering Himself to His Father — our Father — once again for our sins.  Remember, it is He Who, from all eternity, ordained that “we may be made partakers of His divinity, who condescended to partake of our humanity” through our assistance at Holy Mass.


   Let us ask ourselves some questions about our preparation for Mass.  Do we, a day or two before assisting at the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, ever ask ourselves where we are going on that eventful day?  St. Francis Borgia would take three days to prepare himself for Mass.  Are we ever amazed and excited and humbled that God has privileged us, giving us innumerable graces to assist at the offering of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, which so many others have turned away?  Do we ever think, days before, that assisting at Mass is like going to Calvary?  Do we ever ask ourselves Whom we are going to meet?  A day or two before Mass, do we ever prepare some little things we will do for Him on that blessed day?  Do we prepare some little things to say to Him?  Do we wait for His answer?  What will our first words to Him be when we receive Him in Holy Communion?


   The night before assisting at Mass, before falling asleep, do we think of Jesus Christ and His Sacrifice for us? We, with the priest, will be going before the altar of God, " . . who gives joy to our youth." This joy can be with us even on the night before Mass, for soon we will hear His voice as He speaks to us at the Gospel and while He is with us in Holy Communion.


   Arriving at the church or chapel, are prolonged visits with others really necessary before visiting with Him? Won’t prolonged talks or visits before Mass only add to the possible distractions during Mass?  After all, should not the danger of not attending Mass be that which is to be feared, and not the danger of missing one of our friends? The real dangerous cancer to be feared is attending Mass lukewarmly with the result that one is merely attending and not assisting in this Holy Sacrifice.


   Our preparation, remote and proximate, before Mass must become habitual if it is to become meaningful. It becomes habitual only when we make it so.  It becomes habitual only when we do it repeatedly, day after day, Mass after Mass, with lasting fervor.  This method of preparation is habitual when, if we happen to shorten it or miss it for any reason that may occur, it becomes a fault to be sorry for, not out of pride, but out of love.                                To be continued.


