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(Editor's Note: This article continues a series of meditative reflections on the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.)





   While standing, facing the altar, we now attentively watch the priest as he leaves the sacristy, walking toward the altar to begin the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.  When the priest comes into view, we must now be thinking of nothing other than which will take place before us.  This is another opportunity to dispel all distractions and other thoughts not in keeping with the Holy Sacrifice at which we are now about to assist. (Of course, if one never bothers to read about the Mass, or never prays the prayers of the Mass outside of the appointed times on Sunday, it is difficult to imagine that one can raise the intellect above the instincts of one's life.  If one never meditates on this Sacrifice, and its meaning, and gives no time to preparation beforehand, what can inspire one's will to be united with the will of Christ as He, through the priest, offers Himself to His Father once again? If one thinks that it is "cute" when one's child talks out loud, runs up and down the aisle, or performs gymnastic events in the pew, distracting himself and others, how can this attitude be pleasing to God and conducive of holy thoughts?)


   Noticing the priest before us fully vested, dressed unlike any other person attending Mass, we should realize that any official, when acting in their official capacity, observes a dress code, wearing a uniform or appendages, etc. Judges in their courtrooms wear their long black robes; generals wear uniforms of their service, with a chest full of medals; and kings and queens are enveloped in their ermine capes, wearing crowns on their heads.  While offering the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, this ambassador of God, this priest of the New Law, is vested to remind us, and himself, of the Eternal High Priest Whom he represents. Even while vesting, the priest fervently petitions God that, through these vestments, he might more worthily offer this Sacrifice.


   Remember,  in the Old Law, God spoke directly to Moses regarding the establishment of a priesthood, and minutely detailed what the priest should wear and how the duties of the various sacrifices were to be performed.  With this in mind, can we not see the guiding hand of Christ in the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church? This, to me, is further proof that the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church is the True Church.  On the one hand, God Himself gives explicit instructions to the Israelites in the matter of sacrificing oxen, sheep and doves.  God determines the vestments of the priests, the laborious rites to be performed, and the prayers to be said.  Yet, for the most august Sacrifice ever given, the replication of the bloody Sacrifice of Christ on the Cross on Calvary, only now, in an un-bloody manner, the Church determines what the priest of the New Law should wear, what rubrics must be observed and what prayers must be unerringly prayed.


   While watching the priest, you may notice a tuft of white linen on the back of the priest's neck.  This is part of the AMICE, the first vestment the priest puts on.  The amice is an oblong piece of white linen which the priest touches to the back of his head, then covers the back of his neck and his shoulders.  Long ties, or strings, on two corners cross the priest's chest, are wrapped around the waist, and tied in front.  The amice was originally a hood or a helmet which the priest wore to limit the distractions on his mind, eyes and ears while offering Mass.  The amice signifies that helmet of salvation, reminding us of the cloth which the soldiers used to blindfold Jesus, mocking and insulting Him.  While putting on the amice, the priest prays: "Put on my head, O Lord, the helmet of salvation, to repel the assaults of the devil." This should remind us that we should not be a distraction to the priest or to others at Mass.


   We can readily see the long white linen gown extending from the neck to the feet.  This is the ALB.  Alb comes from the Latin word albus meaning white.  It is a carryover from the old Roman toga.  After the prayers at the foot of the altar, the acolytes slightly raise the alb as the priest ascends the altar.  This is to signify that the priest leaves the world behind when offering Mass.  The alb is worn as a sign of purity of heart, reminding us of the white robe of mockery with which Herod dressed our Lord, making Him out to be a fool.  While vesting, the priest prays: "Make me white, O Lord, and cleanse my heart, that being made white in the Blood of the Lamb, I may deserve an eternal reward."


   If one looks closely at the priest's side, one can see cords wrapped around his waist.  The cord is the CINCTURE.  The cincture in Roman times was used to bind up the long flowing alb so one could walk and work more freely.  The cincture reminds us of the cords with which our Lord was bound, as he was led away from Gethsemane, and also on His way to Calvary.  While putting on the cincture, the priest prays: "Gird me, O Lord, with the cincture of purity, and quench in my heart the fire of concupiscence, that the virtues of continence and chastity may abide in me."


   The MANIPLE, a silken cloth looped over the left forearm of the priest, was originally required in southern countries because of the heat, and consequent sweating.  A strip of linen, or a handkerchief was used to wipe away perspiration and dust.  The maniple signifies hard work and its rewards, thus, the fruit of good works.  The priest must never fear labor or suffering.  While vesting with the maniple, the priest prays: "May I deserve, O Lord, to bear the maniple of weeping and sorrow in order that I may joyfully reap the reward of my labors."


   A part of the STOLE may be seen on the back of the neck of the priest, just above the edge of the outer garment.  This narrow vestment is the same color as the outer garment.  The priest puts it around his neck, crossing it over his chest, and fastening it with the cincture.  The stole represents the spiritual powers of the priest.  It was probably adopted from the garment of the Roman judges, signifying their authority. Wearing it around the neck signifies the yoke of Christ, a yoke which is sweet and light.  While vesting, the priest prays: "Restore to me, O Lord, the garment of immortality which I lost through the sin of my first parents and, although unworthy to approach Thy sacred mysteries, may I deserve, nevertheless, eternal joy."


   The outer garment which is highly visible to all is called the CHASUBLE. Originally the chasuble was a large mantel, or cloak, with an opening in the center for the priest's head.  Ministers would have to hold the sides to allow the priest to use his hands. We can see this at a Solemn High Mass when the priest wears a Gothic style chasuble. We have a faint reminder of this at a Low Mass when the acolytes raise up the end of the chasuble at the elevation of the Sacred Host and Chalice.  Every chasuble, whether Gothic or Roman style, has a column on the front and a cross on the back.  The column on the front reminds us of the pillar to which Christ was tied when He was scourged.  The cross on the back naturally represents the Cross on which Christ was crucified.  How fitting that the priest, like Simon of Cyrene, helps Jesus carry His cross.  The chasuble reminds us of the purple robe in which Christ was clothed while being mocked and crowned with thorns. While putting on the chasuble, the priest prays: "O Lord, Who hast said: 'My yoke is easy and my burden light;' make me so able to bear it, that I may obtain Thy favor. Amen."


   Completely vested, with or without his hat (the biretta — which is not a vestment), the ambassador of God walks in reverence and recollection to the altar of God to offer the supreme prayer of the Church, the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.  The office of the Priesthood should be revered by all. St. Francis of Assisi said that, if he was approached by an angel and a priest, he would bow first to the priest because of his dignity. Today, regrettably, though some priests are leading scandalous lives, evidenced even among traditional priests, inflicting pain and suffering on the Mystical Body of Christ, we must fervently pray for all priests. What better time to pray for priests than at the Mass.  At the Te igitur we pray for "all orthodox believers and professors of the Catholic and Apostolic Faith."


   Because the Mass is so immense, a prayer so wondrous, so beautiful, so inspiring and pleasing to God, can we not, in silence, almost hear the choirs of angels singing their Hosannas as they gather about the altar to minister to Christ when He comes before us?


   The full depth of the Mass is beyond our feeble intellects and emotions, yet, we can penetrate beyond the surface of its meaning. It is true that we will only fully know the depth and breadth of the Mass in Heaven when we realize and completely comprehend the now incomprehensible, unfathomable and unqualified love of God, our Creator, for us, His creatures. U


