PRAYERS AT THE FOOT OF THE ALTAR PREPARE US FOR HOLY MASS


By Fr. Arthur Tonne


From the book Talks on the Mass





“I will go in unto the altar of God.”  Psalm 42:4.


   Joe Murray was a Catholic college graduate.  He had his sheepskin from St. Joseph’s College in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  During the famous Battle of the Bulge in World War Two, while Joe was on sentry duty, he stopped a jeep with a rider dressed in the uniform of an American chaplain.  The driver said he was a Catholic priest.  Joe asked for his papers.  They seemed satisfactory.  Nevertheless, Joe sensed something suspicious.  He whispered a quick, silent prayer and then demanded:  “See here, if you are a Catholic priest, you should be able to give the response to this prayer: “Introibo ad altare Dei—I will go in to the altar of God.”


   There was a blank look on the countenance of the counterfeit chaplain.  He was really a German soldier.


   I wonder how many of you are familiar enough with the prayers of Mass to know that the answer is: “To God who giveth joy to my youth.”


   Those are some of the very first words uttered by the priest right here at the foot of the altar.  They are part of Psalm 42.  There is a touching and tragic story behind that Psalm.  King David was one of the greatest leaders of the chosen people of God.  His own son Absolom, turned against him and revolted.  The young man wormed his way into the confidence of several generals and advisors of the court, won over a large number of followers, and finally decided to capture the king and take the crown for himself.  Fortunately David learned of the revolt and took flight.  He became an exile from his palace and the tabernacle at Jerusalem.


   In exile David longed for the courts of the Lord.  He longed to be back near the tabernacle where he could worship God with pomp and majesty.  He longed to go in again to the altar of God.  This longing he expressed in a song that is full of sorrow, yet full of humble fear and joyful hope.  His words are repeated at the foot of the altar:





1. Judge me, O God, and distinguish my cause from the nation that is not holy, deliver me from the unjust and deceitful man.





2. For Thou, O God, art my strength: why hast Thou cast me off, and why go I sorrowful whilst the enemy afflicteth me?





3. Send forth Thy light and Thy truth:  they have led me and brought me unto Thy holy hill, and into Thy tabernacles.





4. And I will go in unto the altar of God: unto God, who giveth joy to my youth.





5. I will praise Thee upon the harp, O God, my God:  why art thou sad, O my soul? and why dost thou disquiet me?





6. Hope thou in God, for I will yet praise Him:  the salvation of my countenance, and my God.


   For King David, the most distressing thing about his exile was his absence from the temple of God.  That thought he put into feeling song which is included in the prayers at the beginning of Mass:  “I will go unto the altar of God.”


   The priest is going to the very altar of God.  He is deeply solemn and serious.


   The second reason for using this Psalm is found in the circumstances in which it was written.  King David has been forced to take flight from his favorite place of prayer, the tabernacle  at Jerusalem.  He longs to be there.  That is the spirit in which you and I approach every Holy Mass.  Doesn’t everyday life often seem like an exile?  Do we not often seem to be far away from God?  Does it not seem that we cannot and will not be happy again until we are here in church, here at the altar of God?  


   Like King David, we want to be delivered from the unjust and deceitful in the world.  Every day we meet with dishonesty and duplicity.  Only here before God is there honesty and open dealing.


   Like King David, we are aware of our own weakness.  We know that God alone is our strength.  Like the royal psalmist, we experience distressing states of disgust, dryness and darkness.  At such times we ask God why the enemy is allowed to afflict us.  But, with King David we still see a ray of hope.  We see the light of God’s truth leading us on, the light of God’s grace strengthening us.


   With the exiled leader of the Jews we cry out that we will go in to the altar, we will go to Mass, we will assist at the Holy Sacrifice with all possible attention and devotion.  Our hands will join with those of the king in singing upon the harp the praises of God, our only hope, our only strength, our only desire.  These are our sentiments as we begin Holy Mass.


   Because this Psalm 42 is one of hope and joy it is omitted in Masses for the Dead, at funerals and requiems.  It is a song to banish sorrow and sadness and is therefore properly omitted when the heart is penetrated with deepest sorrow.


   This hopeful hymn is also omitted from Passion Sunday to Holy Saturday, a period of almost two weeks, when all our thoughts and concern are with the sufferings of Our Lord, a time of sorrow and penance.    


   There are some of you who never hear or pray this beautiful prayer, because you habitually come too late to take part in this first part of the Holy Sacrifice.  Habitual late-comers are really a long way from the true and proper service of God.  They are in an exile which they have imposed upon themselves.  One wonders if and when they ever will get back to the true worship of God.


   Most of you, however, will say these opening prayers with renewed attention and fervor, now that you know their deep meaning, now that you know how aptly these words fit the life of everyone.


   Like Joe Murray on sentry duty we too can make this a test of our Catholicity.  A true Catholic is one who knows and loves the Mass.  By that standard, what kind of Catholic are you?U
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