THE SANCTUS REMINDS US OF THE HOLINESS OF GOD


By Fr. Arthur Tonne


From the book Talks On The Mass





           "And they (the seraphim) cried one to another, and said: 'Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God of hosts, all the earth is full of Thy glory'!" Isaias, 6:3


   There is a Hotel Sheraton  in Chicago.  Every afternoon about 3 o'clock some years ago, the girls working in the office heard a voice, a fine voice singing snatches of opera.  They did not know whose voice it was nor where it came from.  It was not a radio; it was not a phonograph.  They searched and searched, as women will do, until they discovered their Phantom of the Opera.  He was a porter or bus boy, Vytantas Gorinas by name, who had come from Lithuania to America as a displaced person.  In his native land he had been a professor of psychology.


   Each day after lunch the young man retreated to the hotel basement to practice what he had learned about opera in a year of study in Germany.  In a Nazi prison camp he had discovered his ability to sing, and had decided to make singing his career.


   Fortunately, a guest at the hotel also heard him practicing and saw to it that Gorinas was enrolled in a Chicago music school.  Modestly but hopefully the young man declared:


   "I'm not a singer yet, but I'm learning to be one."


   No drama, no opera, no work of music can compare with the Mass.  In it we sing the praises of the Lord Almighty.  But, just as there seems to be a far cry from the basement of a hotel to the stage of the opera, so there is a limitless distance between our singing here on earth and the singing of the angels at the throne of God.  Yet, we join with those angels, we call upon them to sing with us and for us, when we recite or sing the Sanctus.


   In a previous article, we thought about the Preface, how it is a glorious hymn of thanksgiving to the Creator.  We saw how the priest realizes his weakness and his  limitations.  We saw how the priest, conscious of his lack of skill and power, calls upon the angels to take up the joyful strain where he leaves off.  This thought is brought out beautifully in a High Mass when the celebrant sings up to the Sanctus, stops singing, and then merely recites Holy, Holy, Holy, while the choir, representing the angels, takes up the song.  That means you members of the choir are taking the place of the angels.  You are raising your voices with the angelic choir in the words of praises:


   "Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of Hosts.


   "Heaven and earth are full of Thy glory.


   "Hosanna in the highest!"


   "Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the Lord.


   "Hosanna in the highest!"


1.  At the first 'holy' the priest joins his hands and bows slightly.  For each of the three times he says 'holy' the bell is rung.  At the words, 'Blessed is He that cometh' the priest stands erect and makes the sign of the cross on himself.  Reciting the final words, ' Hosanna in the highest', he again joins his hands.


   The first part of this brief but beautiful hymn is taken from the words with which Isaias described a vision:


   "And they (the seraphim) cried one to another, and said: 'Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God of hosts, all the earth is full of His glory.' " Isaias, 6:3.


   It is called the Thrice Holy and also the Seraphic Hymn or the Angels' Hymn.  The second part, called the Triumphal Chant, is taken from the story of the first Palm Sunday, which we will explain in a moment.


   2.  We could find no better place than right before the Canon for this angelic hymn of praise.  By singing the word 'holy' three times the angels glorify God's power by calling Him the Lord of hosts, which means Lord of armies.  An army represents power, power which overcomes all obstacles and difficulties. Such is our God.


   3.  Repeating the 'holy' three times reminds us of the Blessed Trinity, the Three Divine Persons in the one God. Vaguely and indefinitely the Old Testament refers to the Trinity.  Isaias may have had this mystery revealed to him.


   4.  After honoring God's holiness and power, we go on to praise His glory.  Every corner of creation in heaven and earth shows forth His great glory.  Carried away with joy we cry out with the angels:


   "Hosanna in the highest!"


   Hosanna is a Hebrew word which originally meant help, save, redeem.  Here it means "Praise be to Him."  Hence we sing: "Praise be to the Lord in the highest."  It is a hymn of welcome to the Lord who comes to us during Mass.


   5.  The second part of the Sanctus you recognize at once.  Here we turn to the special praise of the Son of God.  We quote the words sung by the people of Jerusalem at His triumphal entry on that first Palm Sunday.  You remember how the men, women and children rushed out to meet our Lord, how they strewed palm branches and their own garments in the way, and how they sang His praises:  "Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the Lord."


   Those same voices were to turn against Him the very next Friday, the first Good Friday.





   How fittingly we sing those words as we approach the highpoint of the Holy Sacrifice.  Let those words remind us that Christ is about to offer Himself again upon this altar.  Let those words remind us that we, too, have turned traitor by sin.  Let those words spur us to sorrow and sentiments of adoration and praise for the Lord who died for us.


   Master musicians have stretched their talents to the utmost to express in music the beauty and pathos of the Sanctus.  You and I must bend every effort to enter into the spirit of this powerful prayer.  To praise God is our most important work on earth.  It will be our principal occupation in heaven, a glorious, happy, eternal occupation.


   Just as that bus boy sang in the basement of a hotel, so you and I seem to be singing far away from the ears of God.  Yet He hears and He is pleased and He will lift us up from the basement of this world, if we sing and live His praise aright -He will lift us up to Himself in heaven there to sing forever the eternal HOLY, HOLY, HOLY.  Amen. 





This article first appeared in the July 1997 issue of The Catholic Voice, P.O. Box 130, Mead, WA 99021 USA.


