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Mass appreciation lesson

A part-by-part look at the Catholic liturgy and why priests and people say and do what they say and do
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By Emily Stimpson

“If we really understood the
Mass,” St. John Vianney said,
“we would die of joy.”

It may seem a bit over the
top, but the truth is, the more
one learns about the Mass, the
truer the Curé d’Ars statement
sounds. And learning about the
Mass is exactly what Catholics
in America are supposed to be
doing right now.

Last year, as the Church be-
gan gearing up for the imple-
mentation of the new English-
language translation of the
Roman Missal, Archbishop Ar-
thur Serratelli, then chairman
of the USCCB’s Committee on
Divine Worship, explained that
for the catechesis on the new
translation “to be as fruitful as
possible, it should not simply
be a ‘how-to’ on the use of the
texts. ... We are now given a
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special opportunity to deepen
our people’s appreciation of the
gift of the liturgy itself.”

In other words, in these
weeks leading up to the Nov. 27
implementation of the Roman
Missal, Third Edition, the bish-
ops don’t just want Catholics
learning what “consubstantial”
means. They want Catholics
seeking to understand more
fully what the Mass is, as well as
why priests and people say and
do what we say and do.

Consider this package, which
uses the new English transla-
tion, a place to start.

The Nature of the Mass
The Mass is a mystery, which
means we can never fully un-
derstand all that it is and does.
Nevertheless, it’s still possible to
define the essentials. And those
essentials are four in number.

WHAT'S INANAME? | '

It goes by many names — the Sacred Liturgy, the Eucha-
ristic Celebration, the Holy Sacrifice, the Divine Mysteries —
but to most Catholics in the West, it's simply the Mass.

The term originated in the Latin words now spoken at
the end of the liturgy, Ite, missa est, essentially, “Go, you are

sent.”

In the earliest days of the Church, those words were
spoken after the conclusion of the readings and the homily,
before the celebration of the Eucharist, signaling to those
not yet baptized that they had to leave. Christians called that
point in the liturgy the missa, the dismissal.

Soon, however, missa became the common way of refer-
ring to the liturgy itself. And by 386, when St. Ambrose
casually used the term in a letter to his sister (“| remained at
my place and began to say Mass”) it was familiar enough that

it required no explanation.

1. A holy sacrifice.

In the centuries leading up
to the Crucifixion, the Israel-
ites atoned for their sins though
elaborate ritual sacrifices. They

offered sacrifices repeatedly,
but those sacrifices were never
enough. They never redeemed.
They never saved. Which was
the point. God didn’t ask for

endless sacrifice because of
bloodlust. Rather, he wanted
his people to understand the
gravity of their sins, as well as
their inability to atone for them.

Christ’s sacrifice ended all
that. His blood sacrifice was
not only the last blood sacrifice:
It was the only blood sacrifice
that could truly atone, truly
save. That sacrifice was offered
once on Calvary. But it was of-
fered once “for all.” At Christ’s
command, the sacrifice of his
Body given and his Blood shed
was to be remembered for all
time: “Do this in remembrance
of me” (1 Cor 11:24).

The word for “remembrance”
there was anamnesis, literally
“to make the past present.” And
that’s what happens at every
Mass. On the altar, bread and
wine become the Body and
Blood of Jesus Christ offering
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) THE MASS OF THE EARLY CHURCH

Despite all the changes 2,000 years have brought to the
world, what hasn’t changed is the basic structure of the Mass.
Around A.D. 155, St. Justin Martyr wrote the pagan emperor
Antoninus, explaining the worship of the Christian commu-
nity. To any Massgoing Catholic today, what he describes
should sound more than familiar.

“On the day we call the day of the sun, all who dwell in the
city or country gather in the same place. The memoirs of the
apostles and the writings of the prophets are read, as much as
time permits. When the reader has finished, he who presides
over those gathered admonishes and challenges them to

imitate these beautiful things.

“Then all rise together and offer prayers for ourselves...
and for all others, wherever they may be, so that we may
be found righteous by our life and actions, and faithful to
commandments, so as to obtain eternal salvation. When the .
prayers are concluded we exchange the kiss.
“Then someone brings bread and a cup of water and wine
mixed together to him who presides over the brethren. He
takes them and offers praise and glory to the Father of the
universe, through the name of the Son and of the Holy Spirit
and for a considerable time he gives thanks that we have
been judged worthy of these gifts.
“When he has concluded the prayers and thanksgivings,
all present give voice to an acclamation by saying, Amen.’
When he who presides has given thanks and the people have
responded, those whom we call deacons give to those pres-
ent the ‘eucharisted’ bread, wine, and water, and take them to

those who are absent.”

himself, through his priest, to
his father. It’s the offering of
Christ by Christ on Calvary,
re-presented — sacramentally
made present — at your local
parish. It is a real sacrifice be-
cause Christ’s sacrifice was a
real sacrifice: The two are one
in the same. (See Catechism of
the  Catholic

3. A banquet.

The first Mass was the Last
Supper, the Passover meal cel-
ebrated by Christ and his apos-
tles the night before his death.
There, Christ charged his dis-
ciples to “Do this in remem-
brance of me.”

In time, the Mass remains
mystically
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Mass the veil
between heav-
en and earth
is drawn back,
and those
present  wor-
ship with the angels and saints.
It is a participation in the heav-
enly liturgy. That’s why in the
First Eucharistic Prayer, the
priest says, “Almighty God, we
pray that your angel may take
this sacrifice to your altar in
heaven.”

Likewise “with all the choirs
of angels and saints,” we sing
the Sanctus, the thrice holy
hymn that Isaiah witnesses the
angels singing (Is 5:2-3). We
sing the Gloria, the hymn John
hears in the heavenly liturgy
depicted in Revelation. And we
kneel before the Lamb, “stand-
ing as though it had been slain”
(Rv 5:6) and proclaim “Amen”
(19:4). (See Catechism, Nos.
1090, 1136, 1326.)

Washington, D.C., co-
author of “The Mass: The
Glory, the Mystery, the
Tradition” (Pages 14-15).

enly banquet
of Revelation.
It is the Lord’s
Supper, where
Christ  feeds
his people
with his own Body and Blood,
nourishing us with his life, his
grace. (See Catechism, Nos.
1382-1386.)

4. A gift from God.

The liturgy has meaning —
it’s a real act of communication
between man and God — be-
cause it comes from God. It is
God showing us how and why
to worship him. It’s not a thing
of our own making or a way to
express ourselves. It’s not about
us at all. It’s about God. It’s the
Church’s prayer to him, wor-
shipping him as he asks to be
worshipped. (See Catechism,
Nos. 1077-1109.)

Emily Stimpson is an
OSV contributing editor.

Introductory rites

The Mass begins with a pro-
cession of, at minimum, the priest
into the sanctuary. The priest
and anyone who accompanies
him represents the congregation,
and their journey symbolizes the
Christian journey through life to
the heavenly courts.

Oftentimes, at the front of the
procession, one of the servers (a
crucifer) carries a crucifix sym-
bolizing that Jesus is our “leader
to salvation” (Heb 2:10).

The Mass then officially be-
gins with the priest and people
making the Sign of the Cross, a
gesture that dates back to the first
century of Christianity and sum-
marizes the Christian belief in a
Trinitarian God who descended
from heaven to earth, who is now
seated at the right hand of the Fa-
ther, and whose death on a cross
opened heaven’s gates.

This is followed by a greeting.

The priest may echo St. Paul’s
words in 2 Corinthians 13:13,
“The grace of Our Lord Jesus
Christ, and the Love of God,
and the Communion of the Holy
Spirit be with you all.”

Or, he can simply say, “The
Lord be with you.” Either way,
the people respond, “And with
your Spirit,” acknowledging that
the priest stands there in the per-
son of Christ by the power of the
Holy Spirit.

Penitential rite

Next, following the example
of the tax collector in Luke 18:10-
14, who Christ commended for
approaching God by first crying
out, “O Lord, have mercy on me
a sinner,” Catholics acknowledge
our sinfulness and ask God’s for-
giveness.

This can happen through
the Kyrie — “Lord have mercy;
Christ have mercy; Lord have
mercy.” — an ancient penitential
prayer with a petition for each of
the Three Persons of the Trinity.

It can also happen through
the Confiteor, Latin for “I con-
fess,” which calls us to admit
we’ve sinned by our own free will
(“through my fault, through my
fault, through my most grievous
fault”).

Both expressions of contrition
also call us to imitate the tax col-
lector from Luke in another way,
gently striking our breast in sor-
row, demonstrating with actions
as well as words, our remorse.
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A third option, less frequent-
ly used, is sprinkling, with the
priest casting holy water upon
the people as a reminder of our
baptism.

The Gloria

Part of the Church’s liturgy
since A.D. 128, the Gloria is the
hymn of praise the angels sang
at Christ’s birth, and that John
heard in heaven (Lk 2:13-14, Rv
15:4). The hymn is a doxology, lit-
erally “word of praise,” a prayer
expressing the Church’s great joy
in God becoming man and re-
vealing himself to us.

After the Gloria, comes a brief
opening prayer called the Col-
lect.

The readings

When the Word of God is pro-
claimed from the pulpit, Christ
is really and truly present to
his people. This encounter with
Christ in his Scriptures has, since
the days of the apostles, occupied
a central place in the liturgy,
with Catholics seeking to heed
St. Paul’s admonition that “Faith
comes from what is heard” (Rom
10:17).

Today, the first reading is
drawn from the books of the Old
Testament, the Scriptures of an-

cient Israel that tell of salvati
history’s beginnings and po
forward to the promised Savic

Next comes a selection fr
the Psalms. In ancient Israel, |
Psalms were sung antiphona
with a cantor singing a series
lines and the congregation
sponding with a repeated li
This is how Jesus and his mot]
prayed the Psalms, and this
how Catholics today continue
pray them.

The second reading con
from the books of the New T
tament, which were primas
letters from the Apostles to
Christian communities of
ancient world, and which we
from the start, intended for a
turgical setting.
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The second reading is followed
by the Alleluia, the Hebrew word
meaning “praise the Lord” used
repeatedly in the Book of Revela-
tion. Whether said or sung, the
word calls the congregation to
abandon our posture of sitting (a
gesture of receptivity) and stand
out of respect for Christ, who will
become even more immediately
present in the Gospel reading.

Then, a priest or deacon pro-
claims  the Gospel, meaning
‘Good News.” Taken from one of
the four Gospels in the New Tes-
rament, the Gospel often echoes
themes from the earlier readings,
demonstrating the Church’s an-
cient understanding that the
New and Old Testaments are
only fully understood in light of
2ach other.

The homily

In the homily, the priest fol-
ows the example of Christ on
he road to Emmaus, explaining
aind interpreting the Scriptures.
sometimes this interpretation is
iblical, sometimes theological,
sometimes moral or catechetical
Lk 24:13-35). Always, however,
1gain in imitation of the Emmaus
ncounter (where Christ “was
made known ... in the Breaking
of the Bread”), it should prepare

the congregation for or point us
toward what is about to follow:
the Liturgy of the Eucharist.

The Credo and prayers of
the faithful

Before the second part of the
Mass begins, however, the con-
gregation first rises to make our
profession of faith. The Credo, lit-
erally “I believe,” is a summation
of Catholic belief. Each word is
weighted with meaning and was
the subject of much theological
wrestling in the first three centu-
ries after Christ.

The Creed most commonly
recited today is the Nicene Creed
(or more accurately the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed), hav-
ing emerged from the Councils
of Nicaea (325) and Constan-
tinople (381). When Catholics
proclaim the Creed, we do so as
a testimony to our personal faith,
as well as to the unity of the Faith
across space and time. It is a sign
of communion with Catholics in
the next pew, in fourth-century
Antioch and in the heavenly
courts.

Notably, in the middle of the
Credo, at the words, “and by the
power of the Holy Spirit was in-
carnate of the Virgin Mary,” the
congregations solemnly bows,
acknowledging the pre-eminent
importance of the Incarnation.

The Credo is followed by the
prayers of the faithful or the gen-
eral intercessions of the Mass.

In obedience to St. Paul’s re-
quest in 1 Timothy 2:1-3, the
Church offers “supplications,
prayers, petitions, and thanks-
giving for everyone,” beginning
with petitions for the needs of
the Church, then public authori-
ties and those oppressed by any
need, and finally the local com-
munity.
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The offertory

Every sacrifice requires an
offering, and the Holy Sacrifice
of the Mass is no exception.

On Sundays, at the begin-
ning of the Liturgy of the Eu-
charist, there is a collection,
with the congregation placing
our individual offerings in a
basket. Today, those offerings
take the form of cash or check.
In third-century Rome, St. Hip-
polytus tells us, they included
grapes, figs, apples, even lilies —
anything that could support the
community. Tertullian, writing
from second-century Carthage,
likewise said that the donations
went toward burying the poor,
supplying the wants of orphans,
and providing for the home-
bound.

The collection is then car-
ried up into the sanctuary, often
with the bread and wine to be
consecrated. Together, they rep-
resent the fruits of the earth of-
fered by man, its steward. They
also represent the spiritual of-
fering of the faithful, the offer-
ing of our lives to Christ.

Preparation of the gifts
While the collection is taken
up, the priest prepares the altar.
When all is ready, he elevates
first the bread, then the wine,
pronouncing a blessing over
each. The blessing, which be-
gins, “Blessed are you, Lord of
all creation,” echoes the bless-

ing Jesus pronounced at the
Last Supper, the blessing of the
Passover meal, “Blessed are you,
Lord our God, king of the uni-
verse, creator of the fruit of the
vine.” It also echoes the blessing
of Melchizedek in Genesis 14:
19-20.

Importantly, before pro-
nouncing the blessing over the
wine, the priest mixes into it a
small amount of water. He does
this in continuation of the cus-
tom of Jesus’ time, where wine
was diluted before it was drunk,
and as a symbol of the blood
and water that gushed forth
from Christ’s side on the cross
(Jn 19:34).

Next, the priest washes his
hands, following St. Paul’s ad-
vice in 1 Timothy 2:8, that when
praying, men should lift up
“holy” or “clean” hands.

Finally, with the priest, the
whole congregation implores
God to accept the sacrifices of-
fered — both the priest’s and
our own — and, by it, bless the
world.

Preface and the Sanctus
The preface of the Eucharis-
tic Liturgy has remained vir-
tually unchanged for the past
1800 years. In the early 200s,
St. Hippolytus’ account of the
Mass in Rome included the dia-
logue between priest and people
that enjoins the congregation to
“Lift up your hearts to the Lord”

and “Give thanks to the Lord
our God.” His contemporary
in North Africa, St. Cyprian,
records the same dialogue in
his description of the liturgy,
a dialogue intended to remind
Christians that “wherever your
treasure is, there will your heart
be also” (Mt 6:21).

The preface continues with
a short prayer. Like the open-
ing dialogue, it focuses the con-
gregation on the importance of
what is about to take place and
invites us to enter into the Mass
even more completely.

Then, with the reminder that
we are praying “with the angels
and saints,” the congregation
sings the Sanctus, the “Holy,
Holy, Holy,” taken from Isaiah
6:2-3 and Revelation 4:8. This
hymn, as we know from a letter
from Pope St. Clement (mar-
tyred in A.D. 99), has been sung
in the Mass since at least the
first century of Christianity.

The Eucharistic Prayer
After the Sanctus, the con-
gregation kneels, assuming a
posture of reverence in prepa-
ration for the central act of the
Mass. The priest then prays the
Eucharistic Prayer, or Canon.
For this prayer, the priest has
four options: Eucharistic Prayer
1, published in 1570 but virtu-
ally identical to the Eucharistic
prayer used by St. Ambrose in
the fourth century and St. Au-
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gustine in the fifth century;
Eucharistic Prayer 2, drawn
from the Greek liturgy of St.
Hippolytus in 215; Eucharistic
Prayer 3, an abbreviated twen-
tieth-century version of Eucha-
ristic Prayer 1; and Eucharistic
Prayer 4, a 20th-century prayer
adapted from the ancient litur-
gies of the Eastern Churches.

Although the prayers differ
in length and phrasing, they all
have the following in common.

Each offers thanksgiving
and praise to God.

Each includes a prayer for
the sending down of the Holy
Spirit, the epiclesis, for nothing
in the Eucharistic sacrifice hap-
pens by man’s effort alone.

Each includes an institution
narrative (the story of the Last
Supper) followed by the words
of consecration, taken from the
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and
Luke, as well as 1 Corinthians
11:23-26.

Each also includes the eleva-
tion, first the sacred Host, then
the sacred Chalice, often to the
sounds of ringing bells, pro-
claiming that a great miracle
has occurred: Bread and wine
are no longer bread and wine.
Christ is now present in the Eu-
charist, Body, Blood, Soul and
Divinity.

And each includes the mys-
tery of faith, a summary of the
paschal mystery, which affirms
the reality of Christ’s passion,
death, and resurrection, the
saving power of the mystery
unfolding before us, and the
anticipated second coming of
Christ.

Finally, each concludes with
a closing doxology, the Great

Amen. “Amen” is a Hebrew
word that in this context means
“truly” or “yes,” and conveys
the congregation’s agreement
with the entirety of the Eucha-
ristic Prayer, as well as a “yes”
to Christ, elevated on the altar.

The Lord’s Prayer
In preparation  for holy
Communion, the congrega-

tion stands and, with the priest,
prays the Our Father. This
prayer, taught by Jesus to his
disciples in Luke 11:1-4, has
been a part of the Mass since
at least the second century. It’s
there both as a reminder that

our relationship with God is’

essentially familial — he is our
Father — and as an act of sup-
plication for “our daily bread”
— the Holy Eucharist.

The sign of peace

Christ adjured his followers
that before they could approach
the altar, they first needed to be
reconciled with their brother
(Mt 5:23-24). Likewise both
Paul and Peter instructed the
early Christians to “Greet one
another with a holy kiss” (Rom
16:16; 1 Pet 5:14).

From the first century, when
Justin Martyr wrote about it
in his account of the Mass,
both injunctions were heeded
through the sign of peace, a
ritual gesture (typically a hand-
shake, embrace, or solemn bow)
that says we are at peace with
our neighbor.

The Agnus Dei and

Domine, Non Sum Dignus
In Revelation, the saints and

angels worship the Lamb, and
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in John 1:29 we hear John the
Baptist cry, “Behold the Lamb
of God.”

That is exactly what the con-
gregation does as the Agnus Dei
or “Lamb of God” prayer is ut-
tered. Three times, using a for-
mula of prayer introduced into
the Mass by the seventh-centu-
ry Syrian pope, St. Sergius, we
implore Christ, the Lamb of
God, for mercy.

Traditionally in the West,
we then drop to our knees and
adore him, as the priest re-
peats the words of John 1 and
Revelation 19:9: “Behold the
Lamb of God. Behold him who
takes away the sin of the world.
Blessed are those called to the
Supper of the Lamb.”

The congregation answers in
turn with the Domine, non sum
dignus, the words of the centu-
rion in Matthew 8:8: “Lord, I
am not worthy that you should
enter under my roof, but only

say the word and my soul shall
be healed.” That answer, like the
centurion’s, is an act of faith, a
profession of belief that there
are no wounds of mind, body,
or soul which Christ cannot
heal.

Holy Communion

Healing comes in holy Com-
munion, when the faithful re-
ceive the Body and Blood of
Christ.

The rite today is an exact im-
age of the early Church’s. As St.
Ambrose in the fourth century
wrote, “The priest says to you
‘The Body of Christ’ and you
say, Amen.”

Communion may be re-
ceived by all Catholics in good
standing with the Church, who
are not in a state of mortal sin
and who have fasted for at least
one hour.

It may be received on the
tongue or in the hand, standing
or kneeling, and with a solemn
bow or genuflection preceding
reception.

Communion is frequently
offered under both species,
Body and Blood, but the faith-
ful need only receive under one
kind to receive the fullness of
both.

After all have received Com-
munion, the priest cleanses the
Communion vessels, and offers
a brief prayer.

The dismissal

Then, almost too quickly, it’s
over. The priest dismisses the
congregation, blessing them
once more with the Sign of the
Cross and charging them to live
what they have received.

To do that, he says the same
words which have dismissed
the faithful since the days of the
catacombs: Ite, missa est, trans-
lated as “The Mass is ended. Go
in peace to love and serve the
Lord.”
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“What we previously
know only in theory has
become for us a prac-
tical experience: the
Church stands and falls
with the liturgy. When
the adoration of the
Trinity declines, when
the faith no longer
appears in its fullness
in the Liturgy of the
Church, when man’s
words, his thoughts,
his intentions are suf-
focating him, then faith
will have lost the place
where it is expressed
and where it dwells.
For that reason, the
true celebration of the
sacred liturgy is the
centre of any renewal
of the Church what-
ever.”

— Cardinal Joseph

Ratzinger (Pope Benedict
XVI)

“All the good works in
the world are not equal
to the Holy Sacrifice of
the Mass because they
are the works of men;
but the Mass is the
work of God. Mar-
tyrdom is nothing in
comparison for it is but
the sacrifice of man to
God; but the Mass is
the sacrifice of God for
man.”

— St. John Vianney

“If angels could be jeal-
ous of men, they would
be so for one reason:
Holy Communion.”

— St. Maximilian Kolbe

“The Mass is the
most perfect form of
prayer!”

— Pope Paul VI
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