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MICHAEL PRABHU, NOVEMBER 27, 2019
Why early Christians prayed before and after meals
The custom of praying at the beginning and conclusion of a meal is even older than Christianity.
https://aleteia.org/2019/11/27/why-early-christians-prayed-before-and-after-meals/
Philip Kosloski, November 27, 2019

Many are familiar with the popular Christian practice of praying before a meal, but did you know that ancient Christians also prayed after a meal as well?
Both customs are very old and even pre-date Christianity.

According to The Sacramentals of the Holy Catholic Church by Andrew Lambing, this practice of blessing food and giving thanks to God goes all the way back to Moses.

Moses, laying down the law for the chosen people, says: “When you have eaten, and are full, bless the Lord.”‘ According to the Talmud, the form of prayer recited by the Jews after each meal was this: “Blessed be you, O Lord, our God, the King of the world, who has produced this food (or drink) from the earth (or the vine).”
There are multiple examples in the New Testament of Jesus blessing meals and giving thanks to God, following these Jewish traditions.

Early Christians were quick to adopt this practice, but altered it to reflect Christian theology. Many of the Church Fathers commented on this topic and encouraged their followers to do the same.

Tertullian says: “Prayer begins and ends the meal.”
St. Athanasius bears witness, in the following words, to the custom of his early day: “When we sit down to table, and take the bread to break it, we make the sign of the cross over it three times, and return thanks. After the repast we renew our thanksgiving by saying thrice: ‘The good and merciful Lord has given food to them that fear Him. Glory be to the Father,'” etc.
The austere St. Jerome follows with the admonition: ” Let no one ever sit at table without having prayed, and let him never leave it without having given thanks to the Creator.”
St. John Chrysostom rebukes some of the Christians of his time in such forcible terms as these: “We must pray before and after meals.”
This custom was passed on to each generation so that we might not dig-in too quickly without forgetting who created this food and provided it for us. While humans certainly play a vital role in turning the fruits of the earth into edible food, God is the one who created it all, for our benefit.
It helps us remain humble and grateful for the blessings that we have, realizing that not everyone has such food on their table.

Let us never forget to pray before meals, but also consider praying after a meal, giving thanks to God for the food that now satisfies our hunger.

Why do we call prayers before meals “saying grace”?
The phrase has a long history and follows a tradition that dates to before the time of Jesus Christ.
https://aleteia.org/2019/11/27/why-early-christians-prayed-before-and-after-meals/
Philip Kosloski, November 20, 2019

Giving thanks to God for a meal has a long history, stretching all the way back to early biblical times. In the book of Deuteronomy God said, “And you shall eat and be full, and you shall bless the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 8:10).
King David similarly gave thanks to God for food, “he who gives food to all flesh, for his steadfast love endures for ever. O give thanks to the God of heaven, for his steadfast love endures for ever” (Psalm 136:25-26).

Even Jesus engaged in such a practice, as can be seen at the Last Supper, “And he took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to them” (Luke 22:19).
The word “thanks” in modern English has a rich history, one that is ultimately derived from a Latin word. According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, “The word grace, which, as applied to prayer over food, always in pre-Elizabethan English took the plural form graces, means nothing but thanksgiving. (Cf. the Latin gratiarum actio and the Italian grazie, ‘thanks.’)”

While the word “grace” is most often tied to the definition of “unmerited divine assistance given to humans,” it is historically connected to “giving thanks” to God before or after a meal. In a certain sense, this is not surprising as the food we eat is often given to us through no effort of our own. Food is a great gift that sustains us and keeps us alive and God is the ultimate creator of it all, providing everything that we eat.

Our food can be seen as a “grace,” and so it is fitting that we call giving thanks to God for it “saying grace.”
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