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Liturgy: The Context of Patristic
Exegesis

PATRICK MC GOLDRICK

Hmﬁ:m the ttle of this paper fairly literally, I propose to speak rather
about liturgy than about patristic exegesis, examining historically and
in more general terms the relationship between the liturgy and Scrip-
wre. [ hope that this will throw some light, direct and indirect, on the
context that the liturgy provided for the patristic understanding of the
Scriptures and so on the influence it exercised on this understanding.

THE RELATIONSHIP OF SCRIPTURE AND LITURGY: BEGINNINGS

The relationship between Scripture and liturgy is a rich and complex
one, because both are rich and complex realities. We can find a good
point from which to start in three episodes from the Gospels, three occa-
sions on which Jesus brought word and ritual action closely together.

If the Last Supper was a paschal meal, there would have been a place
for the haggadah, presumably spoken by Jesus. Moreover, two of the Gos-
pel accounts attribute a discourse to Jesus: John at considerable length,
and Luke more economically. The celebration of the Last Supper seem-
ed to call for a word from Jesus that was additional to the normal prayers
and to Jesus’ own special ritual words.

In John 6 the discourse on the Bread of Life seems to speak both of
the bread that was Jesus’ word and of the bread that was his flesh. Word
and sacrament, it may be hinted, belong harmoniously together.

In Luke 24 Jesus made himself known to the two azn%wmm on the road
to Emmaus in the word by which he opened the Scripture and in the
breaking of bread. Would the Christian hearer not be reminded of the
Eucharist?

These three texts then, involving Jesus himself, suggest an affinity
between word and sacrament such that liturgical action invites the
accompaniment of the word and the word somehow tends towards
sacrament.

‘In the Ummqsgzm was the Word,” John said, not ‘in the beginning was
Scripture.” There is no doubt that the liturgy had an important role to
Play in the emergence of the Christian Scriptures. While historically this
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30 Patrick McGoldrick

evolution will obviously be the principal influence on the expansion and
the development of this way of using Scripture in the liturgy. No doubt
this use will have had some Jewish roots—in connection with the Pass-
over especially—and Christans will have had something similar in their
early celebration of the paschal vigil.*

Where this is the primary purpose of the scriptural reading, the
texts will be specially selected, that is, they will not simply follow the
order of regular readings,” and they will be more directly related to
the sacramental rite that follows them or, better, they will be more
obviously part of an integral rite.

Bradshaw warns that didactic and anamnetic functions may both be
present together and indeed that over time or for groups at the same
time one may yield in priority to the other.

¢) The third function, identified by Bradshaw as paracletic, starts
from the worshippers. What are their needs that are to be met by
appropriate Scripture reading? This is primarily a pastoral function.
Readings are chosen accordingly for such occasions as funerals, votive
Masses, Masses for particular needs, and so on.

d) The final function is doxological, to glorify God, a purpose that
underlies all public reading of Scripture. The liturgical reading of the
Scriptures is always the acknowledgment of the word of God, and hence
a confession of God’s glory. But this can be the dominant intention—
readings have continued to be proclaimed in ancient languages even
when these are no longer commonly understood.

In proposing this useful distinction of functions Bradshaw did not
intend to confine himself to any particular time but ranged over the
whole history of the Chrisdan liturgy. However, all four functions can be
recognized within the patristc period. Local and cultural influences will
also have come into play, of course, in the way and the circumstances in
which these functions were fulfilled and in further determination of
them.

What is happening when the Scriptures are read in the liturgy? The
word, frequenty in origin a spoken word (the prophetic word of the
Old Testament, the Gospel word preached by the apostles)—this word,
written down and preserved as Scripture, is now restored to its original
function and its true status as the living word of God spoken to God’s
people. As has been suggested earlier, the Scripture is nowhere more at
home than in the liturgical assembly. It is for the reader and for the
preacher to enable the word to speak today, to be a living and active

5 Compare the inclusion of the institution narrative in the celebration of the
Eucharist.

6 In his notable work The Origins of the Liturgical Year, New York 1986, T. J. Talley
proposes that on occasion the influence may have worked in the opposite
direction, that it may have been the course reading of one of the Gospels that
occasioned the introduction of elements of the liturgical year.
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word, a sword that will apply its sharp edge, cutting into the heart of the
community gathered to hear it. The Scripture then is to become word
once again through the ministries of the reader and the .Emmn.rmn O.B
reading from the prophet Isaiah, Jesus said: “Today this scripture is
fulfilled in your hearing.” Something of that remains the aim of the
proclamation in the ‘today’ of the liturgy. S
According to Paul De Clerck,? there is an act of .QwQEo: in the
liturgical assembly. Through the proclamation of Scripture the word
of God is received in faith by the participants as the living word of God;
it is assimilated in a variety of ways by them, made their own, ﬁ.nw.:mﬂmﬁoa
into action, done; and it is actualized by preaching. And so itis trans-
mitted. It is not enough, after all, simply to have the Bible. ﬂm_mgwﬁma
in faith, this is the story that gives identity to the .Q,Emcmd people
and, in being appropriated and passed on in the liturgy, that takes
within itself new assemblies and succeeding generations. Thus the his-
tory of salvation continues, the divine plan is worked out, the mystery of
Christ is accomplished, God’s great deeds are somehow prolonged,
when the Scriptures are proclaimed in the liturgical assembly. o
From all of this there emerges something of the context of patristic
exegesis, something of the dynamics at work when the Fathers addressed
themselves to the Scriptures and then to their hearers (or, to wcﬁ the mat-
ter differently, when the Fathers were addressed by the Scriptures and
then enabled the participants to be addressed by that same living word).

OTHER USES OF SCRIPTURE IN THE LITURGY

Earlier the question was asked: how does the Church use the Scriptures
in the liturgy? A first answer given was: by reading them publicly in the
assembly. A second answer may be given in two parts: o

a) By taking over psalms and biblical mmsaﬁmm for use as Christian
prayers and hymns in its liturgical celebrations. .

This happened first with individual psalms, then with the Psalter as
a whole and with some Old Testament canticles, and, more gradually,
with some of the New Testament canticles. There may have been sev-
eral related reasons for this and some variety in the interpretation of
the fact. In the first place, before these psalms and canticles are the
prayer of the Church addressed to God, they are part of the word of
God spoken to the Church. Thus in the Mass, for example, the psalm
was included in the liturgy of the word not simply to afford an oppor-
tunity for response to the readings; it was itself a proclamation of the
word of God, as the reading from St Paul or from one of the Gospels

7 Lk 4:21. . . , )
8 P. De Clerck, * “In the beginning was the Word”: Presidential Address,” Studia

Liturgica 22 (1992) 10f.
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34 Patrick McGoldrick

may bring about all the salvific effects of Baptism (which are also
developed).

Water has been God’s instrument and sign of salvation from the
beginning, so that events and texts of the past can be read in the light
of the mystery of Christ and in turn can enable us to understand what
God does now in the sacrament of Baptism. Scripture and liturgy are
brought into a most harmonious relationship, since ultimately it is the
same mystery that both celebrate.

.»,mcibmamxm:w?mwmwaoﬁama g\ﬁrmmzmmeWon: prayer, which we
stll use today, for the consecration of chrism. " This prayer begins, as it
savs, ‘in the Ummmsbwsm,, when at God’s command the earth brought
forth the olive tree and so the oil that provides chrism. With prophetic
insight David anticipated the sacraments of God’s grace in singing of the
joy that the oil would bring us; at the time of the flood the olive branch
carried by the dove was the sign of a future gift, announcing the restora-
tion of peace. All of this, the prayer continues, is clearly fulfilled now in
Baptsm with its water and its oil. God commanded the washing and
then the anointing by Moses of Aaron as priest; and chrism attained
even greater honour in the baptism of Jesus and the descent of the Holy
Spirit in the form of a dove upon Him. So God manifestly fulfilled
David’s prophecy that Christ would be anointed with the oil of gladness
beyond his fellows. The prayer then asks the Father to sanctfy the oil, to
infuse it with the power of the Holy Spirit through Christ, from whose
name chrism takes its name. By chrism God anointed priests, kings,
prophets and martyrs. For those to be baptized may it be the chrism of
salvation for eternal life.

The line and the continuity of this prayer are even clearer. Past events
look towards the tuture; future fulfilment is seen and anticipated in the
past. And all of this is brought to a point in this present rite and in the
use of the oil in the Baptism (and in the other sacraments) for which
this rite prepares.

A final and somewhat different example can be seen in some of the
great eastern anaphoras (on which our Roman Eucharistic Prayer IV
was modelled). There the theme of our thanksgiving is the whole
sweep of history seen in the light of the economy of salvation.

Is the Eucharist merely the occasion for the use of richly-textured
biblical pravers of such magnificent scope? More than that, I should
think. Rather, these are prayers that proclaim a history, a design that
is celebrated in the Eucharist and finds fulfilment and actuality there,
in anticipation of the consummation of all things in Christ in God’s
kingdom.

I'should like to select one point as a particular illustration. In the epi-
clesis of very many prayers, especially Syrian texts and those influenced

13 Ibid., nn. 386-8, p. 62.
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by the Anaphora of James, the eucharistic mnao.:. mm %m. Spirit is set ”:QQWM
context of, and in relation to, some of the Spirit’s actions nmn.owcb. e in
Scripture, in particular his coming on Mary and being active WM he
Incarnation, the descent on Jesus at Em Jordan, the .nonwwm M :
Apostles at Pentecost. This is done n Q%ww of two ways: a) by MM mm:m,m
explicitly to the scriptural episodes in 2 brief @mé?ﬁmﬂmﬂ QW ulmﬁ %ﬂ i
at this point; b) by using of the Spirit’s coming in ‘m Euc st such
words as ‘illapse,” ‘descend upon,’ ‘rest on, .roﬁ.wa over,” ﬂ\mnm a ° 3
‘dwell in,” ‘breath on’ (singly or in some combination), which are under
stood as allusions to the operation of the Spiritin the mn:vERM. .
So, for example, the Spirit who came upon Mary mda. OaBM %
body for the Word is to come upon us and upon the mysteries, and by
his descent is to make the bread the rowx Body of Christ wb& what Hmms
the cup the Blood of Christ, for H.T@ fruit of the Eucharist wBomm ﬂ.m
participants. Similarly, as the Spirit rested on the ossr_ommoﬂms on in
the form of a dove in the river Jordan and as He appeared EQHozmc%m
of fire on the Apostles, so He is to dwell and to rest on cmeD ,.05 Mwm
offerings, and by his coming is to make the bread and ﬁ% wine %m
Body and Blood of Christ, for the U@Dm.w: of those who share in M
Eucharist. The connection being established vm.ﬁéwms the two sets o
actions is closer than simply their common origin in the same wm@mr
the Holy Spirit. The Eucharist can be seen as the mnﬁcmWNwCOﬂ oﬁrw
divine economy revealed and realized in and by Jesus Christ. In .
context of the whole Eucharist the epiclesis seeks the nmmﬂ.ﬁmwc.oz r<
the Spirit in the Church of what was accomplished once mou &H wwﬂ% 1e
paschal mystery of Jesus Christ. The role that the Holy Spirit p qum, ww
the Ba‘mﬂmmmm of Christ’s earthly life, in the M}mmc.a~.mmzo.:v and on ! SZ.T
cost, He continues to play in the Eucharist and in making the Eucharist
ive i hurch’s life.”
m@«wmm(mm MMMMMNW notable examples from the liturgy of _009 East and
West, the liturgy the Fathers would have celebrated. Its %@os Swm one
they would have shared, its sacramental world one they were mﬁ mwmmws,
and, of course, many of them composed and waﬁuﬁma the classic wéﬂ,m
of the liturgy. They preached the great mystagogies that 2@%@ WEA .omW WSM
liturgy and explained the liturgy. This Oﬂogomymmﬂ approach then i one
they will develop expertly and energetically. They é: ammomHMMm M on
QDEQ and a progression that mﬁmﬁnsmw from Qmmcosw WO.B ! % Jnd
Eve and the dominant figures of Genesis through God’s mighty deeds 1
favour of the Chosen People, through the figures of the Old Hmmﬁgmﬂz
that in their own way pointed to and wbc.n%m:wm Christ, 6 szww 9@
fulfilment of the promises, and from Christ through 9,@ D.Bmwo 1e
Church to the consummation of all in the fulness of God’s kingdom, in

14 This paragraph and the preceding one are taken largely from my article ‘The
Holy Spirit and the Eucharist,” ITQ 50 (1983/84) 48~66.
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