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Sermon, 5th Sunday of Easter C, May 19, 2019, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“Praise the LORD from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps, fire and hail, 
snow and frost, stormy wind fulfilling his command! Mountains and all hills, fruit 
trees and all cedars! Wild animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds! 
Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth! Young men 
and women alike, old and young together! Let them praise the name of the LORD, 
for his name alone is exalted; his glory is above earth and heaven.” (Psalm 148:7-
13) 
 
 What a great song! It seems to me that Psalm 148 forms the heart of our 

Scripture readings this morning. Later we will welcome some of our younger 

members to receive Communion for the first time. That alone makes this a joyful 

day. However, knowing this, caused me to begin to meditate on the meaning of the 

celebration of the Holy Eucharist. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the 

meaning of “Eucharist” is: “The Christian service, ceremony, or sacrament 

commemorating the Last Supper, in which bread and wine are consecrated and 

consumed.” But why do we use this distinctive word when referring to what we do 

on a Sunday morning? The root of the word comes from the Greek eukharistia, 

meaning “thanksgiving” and eukharistos, meaning “grateful.” Essentially, then, the 

Holy Eucharist is an expression of thanksgiving and gratitude for the grace and 

love that God in Jesus Christ has shown us. 

 This need that human beings have to praise God in all aspects of the Trinity, 

Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier, seems to be hardwired in our DNA. It makes 

sense to me that God would have implanted this praise response deep in the human 
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psyche. We come close to God, to God’s very being, when we praise God. God’s 

creative work does not only occur in the outer world, but inside us, in our souls. I 

think the thing that enlivens this process is praise.  

A beautiful essay on the place of prayer in the Benedictine Rule suggests, 

“… The aim of prayer is that of widening one’s vison such that one begins to see 

as God sees, to love all that God has created as God has, to view life’s situations as 

God does.” (Benedictine Handbook, p. 110-111) The Psalmist suggests that the 

urge to praise does not come from human beings alone, but all of Creation. There 

is an ongoing song flowing through everything that invites us to join in. The 

Hebrew word for praise used in Psalm 148 is Hallelu, a word we set aside in Lent 

for a time, but then bring back during Eastertide in our “Alleluias.” Just about 

anything can spark praise: yesterday’s spectacular weather—or even all the rain 

that has made it so green. Thanksgiving and gratitude seem to spark more of the 

same. It is how we measure God’s abundance. Praise becomes a doorway into 

God’s Kingdom. 

When I took a good look at the Eucharistic prayers in the Book of Common 

Prayer, I was astounded at how praise permeates its language throughout. In 

Easter, of course, we begin with “Alleluia! Christ is risen!” We sing the Gloria, 

declaring that, “… We worship you, we give you thanks, we praise you for your 

glory.”  Then we listen to God’s Word. Even the act of attentive listening can be a 
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form of praise. We hear myriad stories of God’s saving acts. All this is interwoven 

with the singing of hymns and anthems. The praise continues as gifts “that human 

hands have made”—today, the hands of our young people—are brought forward to 

the altar. We offer gifts in acknowledgement that God has first given to us. You 

may notice that the priest lifts up the elements that are brought. This is done in 

confidence that God will transform them—and us—into Christ’s body and blood. 

One of the first things the priest then says is, “Lift up your hearts.” In Latin, 

this is called the Sursum corda. It may be my favorite phrase in the Eucharistic 

prayer. Its use goes back to the 3rd century. The congregational response is: “We 

lift them to the Lord.” We cannot actually physically lift up our hearts—and it is 

not entirely clear where our hearts go when lifted to the Lord. Yet our hearts do 

seem to be the place where we feel joy. When priests pray the Eucharistic prayer, 

we are standing with our hands lifted up in what is known as the orans, or praying, 

posture. This is how I imagine our hearts in this moment: open and lifting up praise 

to God. Then the Celebrant says, “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.” The 

congregation affirms that it is right to offer praise to God.  

Then comes the phrase that seems to link so deeply into today’s Psalm: “It is 

right, and a good and joyful thing, always and everywhere to give thanks to you, 

Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.” It is good and joyful to give thanks. 

And we are to do this always. As Paul tells the Thessalonians: “Pray without 
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ceasing.” (1 Thessalonians 5:17) Not only that, but we are to give thanks 

everywhere, together with the stars, the mountains, fruit trees, birds, and even 

“creeping things.” “Praise the LORD from the heavens; praise him in the heights!” 

(Psalm 148:1) The words of the Eucharistic prayers are probably quite familiar to 

many of you by now. It is easy—and not necessarily a bad thing—to allow the 

beauty of the words to simply flow over you. Sometimes it is hard to sustain such a 

level of joy. Yet in the Psalm we hear that we have the whole of the Cosmos to 

assist us. Even angels and archangels sing with us when we give glory to God in 

the Sanctus. 

This is a very out-of-season reference. However, one of my favorite 

Christmas movies is The Bishop’s Wife with Cary Grant playing an angel 

summoned to give a care-worn Bishop guidance. In one scene the Bishop had 

planned to visit one of the parishes in the city to hear the rehearsal of a children’s 

choir getting ready for Christmas Eve. Through a comedy of errors the Bishop 

doesn’t make it: he becomes literally stuck to a chair. Cary Grant does show up, 

however. To begin with there is only one boy, and the priest is a bit embarrassed 

the other kids haven’t arrived. Nevertheless, Cary Grant encourages the boy to 

begin singing. One by one, the other boys file in adding their parts, as Cary Grant 

conducts them. Gradually it becomes apparent—as only Hollywood can bring 
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off—that angels are singing with them in the background. When we sing the 

Sanctus today, listen carefully… 

Each Eucharistic prayer is distinctive in what is emphasized. Each refers to 

the narrative of God’s saving actions in the world, the love and care God has 

shown for God’s people throughout history. This culminates in Jesus’ words and 

actions in the Last Supper. When Jesus takes the bread and wine, he gives thanks 

before offering them to the disciples, adding the extraordinary words that the bread 

and wine are Jesus’ Body and Blood. He asks us to continue to eat and drink in 

remembrance, not merely recalling his act of love, but entering into Jesus’ 

transformative presence.  

I appreciate the words from Eucharistic Prayer C: “Deliver us from the 

presumption of coming to this Table for solace only, and not for strength; for 

pardon only, and not for renewal. Let the grace of this Holy Communion make us 

one body, one spirit in Christ, that we may worthily serve the world in [God’s] 

name.” The purpose of prayer and praise becomes clear. It is so that, having lifted 

up our hearts, we can show we are Jesus’ disciples in our love for one another.  
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