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Week 14 – The Great Thanksgiving Rite I 
 
The celebration of Holy Communion is the pinnacle of the eucharistic service, 
where we all come together to share in the Holy Mysteries, to eat the spiritual 
food of Christ’s Body and Blood so that we can re-enter the world enlivened to 
take out to it God’s peace. 
 
Opening Prayer 
 
Heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit into this room that we might grow to 
understand how our life together binds us with your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and that same Spirit, one God, now and forever. 
 
Texts for Discussion 
 
• Rite I, Eucharistic Prayer I 
• Matthew 26:26-29 
• Mark 14:22-25 
• Luke 22:14-23 
• 1 Corinthians 11:23-26 
 
Primary Take Aways 
 
• The Great Thanksgiving is where we find what we as Episcopalians believe 
about Christ’s death and resurrection. 
• When we start this prayer, we are literally in heaven with angels and archangels. 
We are saying that the veil between earth and heaven is so fine that when we eat 
and drink the bread and wine we are somehow actually taking in Jesus, that when 
we sing songs, we are singing with angels and archangels here. It is a holy 
moment where our whole faith is summarized. (We’ll discuss this kind of thing 
for the next three weeks.) 
 
Important Links to Previous Weeks (“Where We Are”) 
 
• Draw our image of Jesus’ baptism, reminding students that we’re talking about 
how we are, in our own baptisms, made one with Jesus, brought into the Trinity 
with him. Draw the link back to creation (Word/Spirit), reminding students we’re 
also linked back to the beginning of creation, when everything was very good. 
• Remind students where we are in the liturgy (having heard a word from God, we 
responded in repentance, were forgiven, and have now passed the peace. We are 
at this moment, united with God and with our neighbor). 
 
Important Background 
 
• The celebration of communion goes back to the earliest of Christian churches. 
We even find evidence of it in the New Testament, from the way that Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke all record Jesus’ actions at the Last Supper in a relatively unified 
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manner, to the way Paul talks about issues in the way the Corinthians are 
celebrating it (1 Corinthians 11:17-34). 
 
Structure 
 
In this lesson, our goal is to get students to see how the Great Thanksgiving uses 
the very biblical narrative we’ve been discussing for the past several years.  
 
So first off, let’s read through the thing out loud, including the instructions. Let’s 
make an outline on the board. (We don’t have to go into detail with all of these; 
what we really want is for students to realize that the Bible is here and our 
theology is too.) 
 
1) We have what is called the Sursum corda, “Lift up your hearts.” It’s pretty 
ancient (sometime between the 2nd and 4th centuries it became common across 
the church). We might say that at this point, we are being invited into the throne 
room of God – Lift up your hearts (where?) to heaven, to the Lord. 
 
2) We then have the Celebrant remind us that it is what we should be doing – 
giving thanks to God – and why (that’s what the Proper Preface is doing); see 
BCP 344-349. Because it’s what we’re supposed to be doing, and because we are 
enabled to do it through Jesus Christ, we “therefore with angels and archangels 
and with all the company of heaven” can sing praises to God. Pause and note that 
this sentence is making a bold statement: we are actually participating with 
angels and the whole company of heaven. In other words, heaven and earth 
coincide at this point in the liturgy. 
 

Discussion question: 
• What do you think these statements say about how we relate to angels 
and to God and to the saints? 
• What might it mean when we say them at a funeral, with the body of the 
person in a coffin before the altar? 

 
3) Next is the Sanctus, “Holy, Holy, Holy.” This is the song sung for eternity 
(Isaiah 6:3; also see Revelation 4:8). Ask where these lines come from. Note how 
we then connect it immediately to the words said of Jesus on Palm Sunday 
(Matthew 21:9). We can highlight our picture of the Trinity: it’s a complicated 
thing, where we are brought into a moment where we are worshiping the one God 
of Israel as we are also worshiping Jesus who called that God “Father.” The 
angels seen by the prophets, the angels seen in Revelation, are the very ones here 
with us now. 
 
4) Now we’re to the prayer. What are we doing here? We’re remembering the 
salvation narrative for a start, making it present to us and to God. We’re saying 
what we think happened on the cross. Rather than tease out the words “sacrifice, 
oblation, and satisfaction,” I’d suggest we move on. But if students want to go 
there, by all means go with them! 
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5) As a form of a break, let’s pause here at the “Words of Institution.” Let’s point 
out to the students that many of these words come from the Gospels and from 
Paul. And then let’s send them on a quest to find a them. 
 
“For in the night . . .”: 1 Corinthians 11:24 
 
“Take, eat, this is my Body”: Matthew 26:26, Mark 14:22 
 
“This is my Body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me”: Luke 
22:19 
 
“Likewise, after supper, he took the cup”: 1 Corinthians 11:25 
 
“and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them saying”: Matthew 26:27 
 
“Drink ye all of this;”: Matthew 26:27-28 
 
“for this is my Blood of the New Testament, which is shed for you, and for many, 
for the remission of sins”: Matthew 26:27-28, Mark 14:24 [“New” 
Testament/Covenant: Luke 22:20, 1 Corinthians 11:25] 
 
“Do this, as oft as ye shall drink it, in remembrance of me”: 1 Corinthians 11:25 
[“Do this in remembrance of me” about the bread in Luke 22:19] 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Think about the phrase, “Words of Institution.” Why do we call this 
section that? 
• What’s the significance of splicing together five different accounts of 
Jesus’ Last Supper? 

 
6) We then have the prayer telling God (and us) what we’re doing, which is what 
Jesus asked us to do, and then we offer ourselves along with the gifts of bread and 
wine to God, remembering Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension, and 
thanking God for the many things we receive because of them. We then ask God 
to bless and sanctify the bread and wine and us, so that we receive the forgiveness 
of sins “and all other benefits of his passion.” 
 
7) Then the Lord’s Prayer, where we join with Jesus – “and made one body with 
him, that he may dwell in us, and we in him” – and pray “Our” Father (point to 
the baptism drawing!). 
 
8) The bread is now broken, and the words imply we are somehow taken back to 
Christ’s self-offering, where time is collapsing (we are, after all, in the heavenly 
throne room with angels and archangels right now). 
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9) The Agnus Dei, “O Lamb of God,” is now said or chanted. It’s an old hymn. 
And it’s from John 1:29. 
 
10) The “Prayer of Humble Access” – “We do not presume” – is a distinctly 
Anglican prayer (it was written by Cranmer for the first BCP), where we have the 
Catholic ritual but a Protestant emphasis on not trusting in our own 
righteousness but on God’s grace and mercy. Here, we can see the famous 
Anglican Via Media. 
 
Then we go forward and together take the bread and wine. 
 
What we want to do in summary is just to remind the students that we begin by 
entering into God’s throne room and joining with angels and archangels and the 
whole company of heaven before we then perform the ritual that Christ 
commanded us to do. Only after we’ve spoken with God and been made one Body 
in Christ do we go back into the world to take God’s peace to it. 
 

Discussion question: 
• What does it mean for you to think that what we do on a Sunday morning 
actually puts us in some real way in heaven? 
 

 
Closing Prayer 
 
Today’s prayer can be the Collect “Of the Holy Eucharist” (BCP 252). 
 
The Lord bless us and keep us; the Lord make his face to shine upon us and be 
gracious unto us; the Lord lift up his countenance upon us and give us peace.  
 

Synthesis curriculum written by Jake Andrews for Trinity Episcopal Church, Iowa City, IA. 
Contact: trinityic@trinityic.org 319-337-3333. 
© 2017 Jake Andrews All rights reserved.
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Cheat Sheet 
 

10 minutes: Welcome, Prayer, Candle Lighting, Where we are 
 
Heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit into this room that we might grow to 
understand how our life together binds us with your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and that same Spirit, one God, now and forever. 

 
40 minutes: In the Throne Room of God 

 
Main point: To get the students to read the prayer and to think about how the 
Bible and our beliefs are all tangled up in it. 
 

Discussion questions: 
• What do you think these statements say about how we relate to angels 
and to God and to the saints? 
• What might it mean when we say them at a funeral, with the body of the 
person in a coffin before the altar? 

 
The Words of Institution weave together four accounts of the Last Supper: 
• “For in the night . . .”: 1 Corinthians 11:24 
• “Take, eat, this is my Body”: Matthew 26:26, Mark 14:22 
• “This is my Body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me”: Luke 22:19 
• “Likewise, after supper, he took the cup”: 1 Corinthians 11:25 
• “and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them saying”: Matthew 26:27 
• “Drink ye all of this;”: Matthew 26:27-28 
• “for this is my Blood of the New Testament, which is shed for you, and for many, for the 
remission of sins”: Matthew 26:27-28, Mark 14:24 [“New” Testament/Covenant: Luke 22:20, 1 
Corinthians 11:25] 
• “Do this, as oft as ye shall drink it, in remembrance of me”: 1 Corinthians 11:25 [“Do this in 
remembrance of me” about the bread in Luke 22:19] 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Think about the phrase, “Words of Institution.” Why do we call this 
section that? 
• What is the significance of splicing together five different accounts of 
Jesus’ Last Supper? 
• What does it mean for you to think that what we do on a Sunday morning 
actually puts us in some real way in heaven? 

 
10 minutes: Closing Prayer 

 
The Collect “Of the Holy Eucharist” (BCP 252). 
 
The Lord bless us and keep us; the Lord make his face to shine upon us and be 
gracious unto us; the Lord lift up his countenance upon us and give us peace. 


