
I  Introduction

On any journey, even a walk with a specific destination, it is desirable to have an overview of the terrain 
through which the traveller will pass. So too with A Walk through the Mass.  At the outset it may be helpful to 
take a ‘Google Earth’ approach, an overview of the full scope of the components that make up this spiritual 
journey, the most sacred of actions which is the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.

The Mass is comprised of two principal elements: the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist, 
two actions which the Church tells us are ‘so closely connected with each other that they form but one 
single act of worship’ (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,  no. 56; General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 
no. 28).  The Mass also contains rituals that begin our worship and bring it to conclusion. The Introductory 
Rites, designed to prepare us for the holy action, unite us, baptised members of Christ’s Body, into one 
worshipping assembly and remind us of our creaturely relationship to God.  Mass ends with the Concluding 
Rites which ‘dismiss’ us – send us forth with the urgent reminder that what we have just celebrated must 
bear fruit in our lives; that we must be, in effect, Christ for the world. 

II Historical Summary

A. Origins 

The celebration of the Eucharist has a long history, but essentially is one with the action at which it was 
instituted, Christ’s Last Supper meal with his Apostles.

How the Mass developed from the ritual meal of the Last Supper into the more complex celebration we 
know today is a logical question.  While it is not the purpose of this article to offer a detailed history of the 
Mass, it may be useful to know the broad lines of its development.  

The celebration of the Eucharist has its origins in the Last Supper of Christ and his Apostles. From the 
beginning the followers of Christ gathered weekly on Sunday, the Lord’s Day, to commemorate his 
Resurrection. Up until the fourth century the Eucharistic meal was sometimes combined with an agape or 
communal meal, but, as Saint Paul describes in the First Letter to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 11:18-22), 
this meal eventually became the subject of abuses and was no longer attached to the Eucharist. 

A Walk through the Mass        

Sr. Janet Baxendale, SC

© 2010, International Committee on English in the Liturgy, Inc. All rights reserved.



A Walk through the Mass, Sr. Janet Baxendale, SC

2

Jews by birth, the members of the fledgling Church initially retained much of their Jewish identity and, while 
they gathered weekly for the Eucharistic meal, they also continued to participate in the weekly Sabbath 
synagogue service. At this service, the Law and the Prophets were read, psalms were sung and commentaries 
on the Word were offered by the rabbi.  In the latter part of the first century, hostility developed between 
the Jewish communities and those Jews who had become Christians. Jewish Christians eventually stopped 
attending the synagogue. Instead they added a service of the Word to their weekly celebration of the 
Eucharist. At the Word service the Hebrew Scriptures were read, just as in the synagogue, but to them 
were added the Letters of the Apostles and St. Paul as well as the accounts of the words and deeds of the 
Lord that eventually developed into the Gospels we know today.  It was also customary for the one who 
presided at the liturgy to preach and for the assembled faithful to pray for the intentions of the community.

B.  Mass in the Early Church

There are many ancient documents that give information about the structure of the Mass as it had 
developed by the second century.  An example which gives striking evidence of the similarities between 
the Mass of the early Church and the structure of the Mass we know today is found in the writings of St. 
Justin, Martyr in about the year 150 AD:

 On the day which is called Sun-day, all, whether they live in the town or in the country, gather in 
the same place.

 Then the Memoirs of the Apostles or the Writings of the Prophets are read for as long as time 
allows. (Readings)

 When the reader has finished, the president speaks, exhorting us to live by these noble teachings. 
(Homily)

 Then we all rise together and pray (Prayer of the Faithful)

 Then . . . when the prayer is finished, bread, wine and water are brought.  (Presentation and 
Preparation of the Gifts)

 The president then prays and gives thanks as well as he can.  And all the people reply with the 
acclamation:  Amen!  (Eucharistic Prayer)

 After this eucharist is distributed and shared out to everyone, and the deacons are sent to take it 
to those who are absent.  (Holy Communion)

 Those who are well-to-do and desire to make gifts, each just as he wishes. These gifts are collected 
and handed over to the president . . . He it is who assists the orphans and widows, those who are 
in want through sickness or for some other reason, prisoners, strangers passing through, briefly, 
who helps all who are in need  (Offering or Collection)

 We hold this meeting of us all on Sun-day because it is the first day, the day when God transformed 
matter and darkness and created the world, and also because it was on this same day that Jesus 
Christ, our Savior, rose from the dead . . . (First Apology, as quoted in Lucien Deiss, Early Sources of 
the Liturgy, tr. Benet Weatherhead, Staten Island, NY, Alba House, 1966; text within parentheses 
are supplied by the author of this essay).
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During the first three centuries Christian worshippers gathered in small groups, not wanting to draw 
attention to themselves because of the danger of persecution.  Mass was celebrated in the homes of the 
faithful and later in ‘house churches’, houses designed more specifically for worship. 

C. The Fourth Century 

1) Historical Developments Affecting the Mass

The fourth century, however, witnessed a monumental event, the Edict of Milan, decreed in 313 AD by the 
Emperors Constantine of the West and Lucinius of the East. This Edict allowed Christianity to be numbered 
among the sanctioned religions of the Roman Empire. Not long after this milestone, Christianity was 
made the official religion of the Roman Empire.  With this 180 degree change in the attitude toward the 
Christian faith came significant changes in Christian worship:  people began to convert to Christianity in 
large numbers and Christian worship, no longer needing to be clandestine, became open and public.  To 
accommodate the growing number of worshippers, the Emperor donated large public buildings known 
as basilicas to the Church and also sponsored the building of new basilicas specifically designed for the 
Church’s worship.  

Mass celebrated in a large public building made new demands on the manner in which it was celebrated.  
One of the major challenges was what we today would call ‘crowd control’, as churches of this time did not 
have pews and aisles which arranged people in orderly rows.  Basilicas, for example, the first basilica of St. 
Peter at the Vatican in Rome, had a vast courtyard where those who were coming to the celebration would 
gather as they awaited its beginning. In order to move people from one place to another in an orderly way, 
the procession, a ritual action that had long been part of civic life, but not needed in the early Christian 
house liturgies, became part of the ritual of the Church.  From the gathering area, all those who would take 
part in the celebration: members of the congregation, ministers, Deacons, Priests and finally the presiding 
Bishop, would process into the basilica in a fairly orderly manner.  In addition to this Entrance Procession 
there were two other processions in the Mass: the Procession with the Gifts and the Communion Procession, 
processions which we find in our Masses today.  

Celebrations with large numbers of faithful and ministers also required more planning and more formal 
rites.  And so rituals and ways of carrying them out were developed more fully.  Obviously, to some degree 
these rituals would differ from one geographical region to another, however it is clear from historical 
documents that, although some aspects of the regional rituals might not have been identical, the core 
elements of the celebration remained the same.  In the words of St. Augustine: ‘In essentials, unity; in non-
essentials, diversity; in all things, charity’.

2) Beliefs about the Mass 

And what did the Christians of the first four centuries believe about the celebration of the Mass?  There are 
many sources, too many to cite here, attesting to the beliefs of the early Christians.  It is clear from these 
sources, however, that the Word service (today’s Liturgy of the Word) was understood as a dialogue in which 
God spoke to his people in the words of Scripture and the people responded by attentive listening, and in 
word and song.  The words of the one who preached were intended to help all present to understand God’s 
Word, and make it their own so that it might bear fruit in their lives.

a) The Mass, the Sacrifice of Christ to Which Is Joined the Sacrifice of the Church:  

The belief of the early Church about the Eucharist is evidenced in many writings. She believed, as she does 
today, that the Eucharist is the sacrifice of Christ to which is joined the sacrifice of his Body, the Church. In 
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the words of Saint Augustine (4th – 5th centuries):

  The. . . assembly and society of the saints, is offered to God as a universal sacrifice by the high 
priest who in the form of a slave went so far as to offer himself for us in his Passion, to make us the Body of 
so great a head . . . Such is the sacrifice of Christians:  “we who are many are one Body in Christ.”  The Church 
continues to reproduce this sacrifice in the sacrament of the altar so well-known to believers wherein it 
is evident to them that in what she offers she herself is offered (as quoted in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, no. 1372).

b) The Transformation of the Bread and Wine into the Body and Blood of Christ (Later Known as 
Transubstantiation): 

The belief in the transformation of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ was also firmly 
held.  In the words of Saint John Chrysostom (4th century):

 It is not man that causes the things offered to become the Body and Blood of Christ, but he who 
was crucified for us, Christ himself.  The priest, in the role of Christ, pronounces these words, 
but their power and grace are God’s.  This is my body, he says.  This word transforms the things 
offered. (as quoted in The Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1375)

c) The Spiritual Nourishment of the Eucharist:

And it was the belief of the early Christians that the consecrated bread and wine nourish us spiritually: 

 . . . just as through the Word of God Jesus Christ became incarnate, took flesh and blood for our 
salvation, in the same way this food, which has become Eucharist thanks to the prayer formed 
out of the words of Christ, and which nourishes and is assimilated into our flesh and blood, is 
the flesh and blood of incarnate Jesus: this is the doctrine that we have received.  (Justin, Martyr. 
First Apology as quoted in Lucien Deiss, Early Sources of the Liturgy, tr. Benet Weatherhead,  Staten 
Island, NY, Alba House, 1966 p.24)

D. Developments from the 5th Century to the 20th Century 

Between the fifth century and our own day, history has left many imprints on its rituals.  But the fundamental 
teaching of the Church about the Eucharist remained unaltered.  The Council of Trent clearly articulated 
these theological truths over and against the attacks of the would-be reformers of the time, and erroneous 
views and practices that had crept into some sectors of the Church itself.  Later, through the work of scholars 
in the 17th through 20th centuries, the historical accretions of centuries were gradually identified and little 
by little the original lines of the celebration of the Mass became clear once more.  The Fathers of the Second 
Vatican Council, having deliberated the proposals derived from the work of these scholars, theologians 
and historians called for the liturgy, and in particular the Mass, to be reformed.  In the Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy, no. 21, they wrote:  

For the liturgy is made up of immutable elements, divinely instituted, and of elements subject to change.  
These not only may but ought to be changed with the passage of time if they have suffered from the 
intrusion of anything out of harmony with the inner nature of the liturgy or have become pointless. 

E. Liturgical Reforms of the Twentieth Century 

In the decades since the Second Vatican Council, reforms have been undertaken, approved and 
implemented, reviewed, revised and implemented again.  The Church continues her self-reformation, and 
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the revised Mass texts we are now receiving are part of that ongoing process.  In her effort to insure that 
the prayers and readings of the Mass are faithful to their origins and to sound theology and tradition, the 
Church has carried out a review of original translations and revised them once again.  Will these be the final 
revisions, the final word?  Probably they will not.  But they are an effort to improve what we have and may 
well pave the way for even better translations in the future. 

With this brief overview of the structure and theology of the Mass in the early Church and a capsule view 
of its later history as backdrop, we can move to consider the Mass as we know it today, the Mass which has 
come to us through the reforms of the Second Vatican Council and their application by the authority of the 
Popes of the post-conciliar era. 

III The Mass Today

A. Introductory Rites

1) Overview 

When the community of believers, responding to God’s call to do this in memory of me, gathers for Sunday 
Mass, its members come from a variety of situations.  Often their minds are caught up with getting the 
family together and out of the door on time, or problems associated with travelling to Church, or physical 
difficulties, or a myriad of concerns associated with family, society and work.  In order to be welded into 
one worshipping community whose attention is riveted on the action of the Mass, those who are gathered 
need rituals that can help them to adjust their focus.  The Introductory Rites of the Mass are designed to 
foster this unity as the assembly gathers, and as the Mass continues, our common song, our common 
prayers and responses and our common postures of standing, kneeling and sitting are ongoing helps to 
attaining this unity of mind, heart and spirit.

2) Preparation for Mass, Entrance and Greeting  

First, the Church suggests that before Mass begins, quiet and silent reflection on the part of the Priest, and 
ministers in the sacristy, and the people in the pews will help those about to enter this great mystery to 
be better prepared for what will follow (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no.45).  But silence and 
reflection alone are not enough.  The celebration of Mass begins with the Entrance Chant or Song, which 
accompanies the procession of the Priest, Deacon and other ministers to the altar.  As the opening act of 
the celebration it is intended to help those present to become one in mind and heart as they begin their 
worship together, to put aside their own individual cares and distractions and to enter fully into the prayer 
and praise of the gathered assembly. The joining of our voices in song is a sign of the unity that is ours by 
our common Baptism while at the same time this common song strengthens that unity, and is a sign of 
the joy we share in the Lord.  The text of this opening song also serves to prepare us for the mystery we are 
about to celebrate and for the season or feast of the day. (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 47).

During this song the Priest and ministers process to the sanctuary and, with a deep bow and then a kiss, the 
Priest and Deacon reverence the altar, the holy place on which the Sacrifice of the Cross is made present 
and the table from which God’s people are fed with the Body and Blood of Christ.  They then take their 
places and the Priest-celebrant begins the Mass with the Sign of the Cross, reminding us that this holy 
action now beginning is done in the name of the Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and through the power 
of the Cross whose lines they trace on their bodies.  A greeting with texts drawn from Scripture is then 
exchanged between the Priest-celebrant and those gathered.
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3) Penitential Act and Rite of the Blessing and Sprinkling of Water  

All who participate in the celebration of Mass, Priest, ministers and people are most basically sinful 
creatures, freely chosen and redeemed by God through Baptism.  As the Mass begins, the Priest invites all 
present, himself included, to reflect briefly on this truth, on their own sinfulness and to ask mercy of the 
great and loving God whose supreme act of love they are about to celebrate.  After a brief period of silence 
the community expresses sorrow for its sins in one of three forms provided in the Penitential Act.  Each 
form concludes with absolution, a prayer by the Priest for forgiveness, in the words:  May almighty God have 
mercy on us, forgive us our sins and bring us to everlasting life, to which all present respond, Amen.  While 
this ‘absolution’ does not carry the power of the absolution given in the Sacrament of Penance when an 
individual confesses his or her sins to the Priest, it is a powerful plea for God’s mercy made by the Priest on 
his own behalf and on behalf of all who join with him in this Eucharist. 

On certain occasions the Penitential Act is replaced by another rite.  In the Easter Season and on other 
appropriate Sundays, the Rite of the Blessing and Sprinkling of Water, a reminder of our Baptism, may be 
celebrated instead.  Also, when another rite (e.g., the Blessing of Candles on February 2 or the Blessing of 
Palms on Palm Sunday of the Passion of the Lord) takes place at the beginning of Mass, the Penitential Act 
is omitted.

4) The Kyrie (Lord, Have Mercy) 

The Kyrie or Lord, have mercy is a short litany that follows the Penitential Act unless this prayer form has 
been used in the text of the Penitential Act itself.  It was originally an acclamation of praise by the people, 
a cry as the emperor passed in procession, and later was incorporated into papal processions in the liturgy.  
It is the only prayer in the Greek language found in the Mass and today is considered an acclamation by 
which the faithful praise the Lord and ask for his mercy.

5) The Gloria 

The Gloria is an ancient hymn which follows the Penitential Act and Kyrie.  It is an act of joyful praise to 
God the Father and to his Son, the Lamb of God.  The Gloria begins with the words sung by the angels 
announcing the birth of the Lord as the story is told in the Gospel of St. Luke.  Because it is a hymn, whenever 
possible the Gloria should be sung rather than recited.  It is a part of all Sunday Masses with the exception 
of Sundays of Advent and of Sundays in the penitential Season of Lent.  It is also found in major celebrations 
of the Lord, the Blessed Mother and some Saints and may be used in other celebrations of special joy and 
solemnity.

6) The Collect (Opening Prayer)

The Introductory Rites end with the Collect (Opening Prayer) of the Mass.  Liturgically this style of prayer is 
known as an ‘oration’, a term which, in fact, means ‘prayer’ and which is entrusted to the Priest alone.  The 
term ‘Collect’ is  used to describe this prayer form because as the prayer begins, the Priest says, Let us pray, 
then pauses for a brief period of silence during which the people form their own intentions. The Priest then 
prays the prayer, gathering or ‘collecting’ the intentions of the people and offering them to God. There are 
three principal orations in the Mass:  the Collect (Opening Prayer), which concludes the Introductory Rites; 
the Prayer over the Offerings, which concludes the Rite of Preparation of the Gifts; and the Prayer after 
Communion, which concludes  the Communion Rite.   

The form of these orations is Trinitarian and very ancient.  A ‘Trinitarian’ Prayer is one which is addressed to 
the Father through Christ who promised: ‘Whatsoever you ask in my name I will do, so that the Father may 
be glorified in the Son’ (John 14:13).  It is prayed in the power of the Holy Spirit whom Christ sent to be with 
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his Church until the end of time.  These prayers are rich in theological content; they interweave our prayers 
to God with the spiritual truths of our faith and give expression to the extraordinary events we celebrate in 
clear, majestic language.  While designed to give praise to God, the orations also help to form us in the faith, 
highlighting one or more of the myriad holy, powerful and loving attributes of God, and voicing needs of 
which we, his people, may not even be aware.  For this reason, the orations can be a fruitful subject for 
meditation in our own personal life of prayer.

B.The Liturgy of the Word

1) Overview

The Introductory Rites lead into the Liturgy of the Word which, together with the Liturgy of the Eucharist, 
are the two principal actions in the celebration of the Mass. 

2) Reforms of the Liturgy of the Word by the Second Vatican Council

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council, no. 24, emphasised the importance 
of God’s Word in the celebration of the liturgy, strongly endorsing the promotion of a warm and living 
love for Scripture. The Church makes it clear that the Liturgy of the Word plays an essential role in the Mass 
and the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 28, stresses that it is not subordinate to the Liturgy 
of the Eucharist, but rather that the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist are so closely 
interconnected that they form one single act of worship. 

3) The Liturgy of the Word as a Dialogue between God and His People

The reform of the Liturgy of the Word following the Council expanded the number of Scripture readings, 
establishing a three-year cycle for Sunday readings and a two-year cycle for Weekday readings. As a result, 
almost all of the New Testament and the Old Testament is read in the course of these cycles. Priests are 
encouraged to explain the Scripture readings in their homilies and the people now participate in the 
Liturgy of the Word through responses and acclamations.  In the Liturgy of the Word, God reveals himself 
to us through the proclamation of his Holy Scriptures.  We respond to his revelation and his challenge to 
follow his ways with attentive listening, song, prayer and silence.  It is for this reason that the Liturgy of the 
Word is considered a dialogue: God speaks and we respond.

a) God’s Self-Revelation:

But what does God have to say in this ‘dialogue’? In the readings God reveals himself to us.  The Old 
Testament readings tell us of creation, the fall, and of God’s loving preparation of a people through whom 
he would send to the world his only Son, the Messiah, to restore the relationship lost through the first 
(original) sin.  In the New Testament readings we hear the inspired reflections of Saint Paul, Saint Peter and 
other writers of the Epistles on the life and mission of Christ.  The Acts of the Apostles, read particularly in 
the Easter Season, offers a history of the early Church, and the Book of Revelation an apocalyptic vision of 
the end time and the heavenly kingdom, our final goal.  The Responsorial Psalm is a reflection on the First 
Reading in the inspired words of the psalmist, and periods of silence after the acclamation concluding each 
reading offers a quiet opportunity to listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word. 

b) Our Reception of the Word of God: 

How are we to receive the Word of God proclaimed to us at Mass?  The Church tells us that ‘all must listen 
with reverence to the readings from God’s Word’ (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 29) [emphasis 
added].  While those with hearing impairments may find it necessary to read along in a missal or missalette, 
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those of us who can hear are asked to listen intently.  Pope John Paul II in his Apostolic Letter ‘On Keeping 
the Lord’s Day Holy’ emphasised the value of preparing for the Sunday liturgy ahead of time, reflecting 
beforehand on the Word of God that will be proclaimed so that we ‘may be more powerfully penetrated by 
it’ (Dies Domini, no. 40). This preparation, as well as our attentive listening and our reflection in periods of 
silence during Mass, is intended to allow the Holy Spirit to speak to each of us.

c) The Theology of the Word at Mass:

Why does the Church place before us, Sunday after Sunday, the ‘same old’ readings (at least over the two- 
and three-year cycles)?  This would make little sense if these readings were ordinary texts such as those 
found in history books, biographies and novels.  However, the Word of God is no ordinary book!  It is our 
belief that the Sacred Scriptures, Old and New Testaments, were written under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit and, what is more, that the proclamation of these readings has a special power to bring about in 
us what we hear proclaimed.  Most compelling of all is the Church’s conviction that ‘When the Sacred 
Scriptures are read in the Church, God himself is speaking to his people, and Christ, present in his own 
Word, is proclaiming the Gospel’  (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 29).

d)  The Gospel and the Structure of the Readings:

 And so, the Liturgy of the Word is a dialogue in which God speaks to us in the readings and we, his people, 
listen attentively and respond in song and prayer.  What is more, the Liturgy of the Word has a structure 
which finds its highpoint in the proclamation of the Gospel, when Christ himself speaks to his people.

If we pay attention, it will be clear from the actions taking place that the Gospel is ‘special’.  As the account 
of the words and deeds of Christ himself, it is surrounded by symbolic marks of respect:  the reading is 
heralded by the procession with the Book of the Gospels from the altar to the ambo as the congregation 
stands.  Flanked by lighted candles and incense, the Book is carried, held high by the Deacon or Priest, 
while the Alleluia or Gospel Acclamation and Verse acclaiming the works of the Lord is sung by the cantor 
and all present.  Finally, at the conclusion of the Gospel reading, it is acclaimed as The Gospel of the Lord with 
the faithful responding, Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ. The Book is then reverenced with a kiss. 

4) The Homily 

The reading of the Gospel is followed by the homily, preached by the celebrating Bishop or Priest, or, 
in certain circumstances, by the Deacon.  The purpose of the homily is to ‘break open’ the Word for the 
gathered assembly, helping them to make the Word their own and to apply it to their striving for God in 
their daily lives, with all their joys and sorrows.  At times the homily may be devoted to one of the prayers of 
the liturgy, so that those present may be helped to understand the rich theology it contains and be better 
able to understand the profound meaning of the Mass.  A period of silent reflection concludes the homily, 
once again allowing time for the Holy Spirit to speak to the hearts of the faithful.

5) The Profession of Faith (Creed)

Then, in Masses celebrated on Sundays, on days of special significance called ‘Solemnities’, and on the 
Feasts of the Lord (e.g., the  Presentation [2 February] and the Transfiguration [8 August] only if they fall 
on a Sunday) the gathered assembly stands and all join their voices in the Profession of Faith or Creed, 
a ringing affirmation of our common belief in the truths that unite us as one Body in Christ.  The Creed 
most often used is that formulated at the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople in the fourth century, the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed. At times, however, especially during Lent and Easter time, the Apostles’ 
Creed may be prayed in place of it.  
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6) The Prayer of the Faithful 

The Liturgy of the Word concludes with the Prayer of the Faithful, in which we ask God that what has been 
proclaimed in the readings, explained in the homily, and in which we have professed our faith, may be 
actualised in us and in our world.  The Prayer of the Faithful is an ancient prayer form in which the faithful 
exercise in a special way the priesthood they have received in Baptism.  At Baptism each person receives a 
share in the priesthood of Christ.  This common priesthood of all baptised believers gives them the ability 
and the responsibility to participate in the liturgy, the sacramental life of the Church.  One aspect of this 
responsibility is our prayer for others.

As the Prayer of the Faithful begins the faithful stand if they are not already doing so and the Priest briefly 
invites all present to pray.  Intentions addressed to God the Father are then announced by the Deacon or 
a lector and to each intention those gathered respond with a petition such as Lord, hear our prayer.  In the 
intentions, the local Church assembled at Mass prays for the needs of the world and leaders of governments, 
for the universal Church, for the sick and all who suffer and for its own needs.  Also called the Universal 
Prayer, the Prayer of the Faithful is a sign of the ties binding close together all members of Christ’s Body 
throughout the world.  The concluding prayer, prayed by the Priest, gathers together all the intentions, 
presenting them to the Father and asking, through the Holy Spirit, that these petitions be granted in the 
name of Jesus in whose name all Christian prayer is made.

C. The Liturgy of the Eucharist

1) Overview

The Liturgy of the Eucharist is the pinnacle of the entire celebration of the Mass.  Challenged and formed 
by God’s Word, those gathered in faith move to celebrate and to participate in the sacred action of Christ 
which brought about our salvation.

Attention now focuses on the altar.  The offerings are brought forward and the altar and offerings are 
prepared. The congregation is invited to join its offering with that of the Priest who prays in the person of 
Christ, and the Eucharistic Prayer with its three acclamations (the Sanctus, the Memorial Acclamation, and 
the Amen) is solemnly proclaimed.  The Eucharistic Prayer is followed by the Communion Rite in which 
those who in the Eucharistic Prayer have offered to the Father Christ, and with Christ themselves, now 
share in the sacred meal in which they are fed on Christ’s Body and Blood.  After a period of praise and 
thanksgiving the Liturgy of the Eucharist concludes with the Prayer after Communion.

2) The Preparation of the Altar and the Gifts

As this rite begins, the corporal, the purificator, the Missal, and the chalice (chalices, if more than one 
is needed for Communion under both kinds) are brought to the altar by the servers and placed upon 
it.  Representatives of the faithful bring to the sanctuary entrance the offerings of bread and wine, the 
physical substance of the sacrifice, together with the monetary gifts representing the sacrifices of the 
faithful.  The gifts are received by the Priest.  He places the gifts of bread and wine on the altar with prayers 
acknowledging them as gifts of God in which the work of human labour has played a part.  The faithful are 
then invited to pray that the sacrifice to be offered, a sacrifice which the Priest designates in the invitation 
as my sacrifice and yours, will be acceptable to God the Father.  The rite concludes with the Prayer over the 
Offerings, an oration similar in style to the Collect (Opening Prayer) of the Mass. 
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3) The Eucharistic Prayer 

The Eucharistic Prayer is the most solemn of all prayers in the Mass, ‘the centre and summit of the entire 
celebration’ (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 78).  It begins with the dialogue between Priest 
and people that opens the Preface and concludes with the great Amen.

a) The Preface:

The dialogue with which the Preface begins is an invitation to the faithful by the Priest, asking them to lift 
up their hearts and to join him in giving thanks and praise to God.  The Preface itself is an enumeration 
of some of the reasons we, his creatures, have to thank the Lord. Often these motives are placed in the 
context of a liturgical season such as Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, etc. or a feast of the Lord, of Mary or 
of one of the Saints.  While each Preface draws on some of the innumerable motives we have for giving 
thanks, all Prefaces conclude with the greatest motive of all, the Father’s gift of his only Son whom he sent 
to save us from sin and to restore our relationship with him.  The Preface concludes with the singing of the 
acclamation Sanctus (‘Holy, Holy, Holy’).  As the Priest introduces this acclamation, he reminds us that our 
celebration is done in the company of all the Angels and Saints, the Church in heaven as well as the Church 
on earth.  The Sanctus reiterates praise for the glory of the Lord, which fills the whole earth and anticipates 
the coming of the Saviour with the words  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord …

b) The Eucharistic Prayer and Our Part in It:

Following the Sanctus the Eucharistic Prayer continues.  Contrary to the understanding of some, the 
Eucharistic Prayer, while prayed by the ordained Priest in the person of Christ, is a prayer that belongs to 
all the baptised. Certainly baptismal priesthood is not to be confused with the priesthood of the ordained, 
which gives to the one who receives this Sacrament a special character enabling him at the liturgy to 
act in the person of Christ.  However, the priesthood conferred at Baptism on all believers has profound 
implications for the participation of the baptised in liturgy, and specifically in the Eucharistic Prayer.  

The Church tells us that liturgy (and Mass is the highpoint and heart of liturgy) is the action of Christ 
the Priest and of his Body which is the Church.  While most Catholics have been taught that during the 
Eucharistic Prayer the bread and wine are transformed into the Body and Blood of Christ, many are not 
aware that the action to which we are called during the Eucharistic Prayer is about more than adoring 
Christ who becomes present in our midst.  

In the celebration of the Mass, during the Eucharistic Prayer, not only does Christ become present, Body and 
Blood, soul and divinity under the forms of bread and wine, but Christ’s saving action, his Passion, Death 
and Resurrection are once again enacted and they are offered to the Father by Christ himself, through his 
Priest, and by all present. 

For this reason, as can be verified by reading any of the Eucharistic Prayers, that Prayer is addressed to the 
Father.  It is an act of worship offered to the Father, by Christ, in the Holy Spirit, just as it was at the moment 
of Christ’s Passion, Death and Resurrection.  As Pope John Paul II has reminded us in his Encyclical Ecclesia 
de Eucharistia, no.13, ‘Christ’s gift of love and obedience to the point of giving his life is first and foremost a 
gift to the Father’. And it is this gift to the Father, Christ’s obedience unto death, this perfect sacrifice that 
becomes present in our midst at Mass.

This is a truth of enormous significance.  The action of Christ which brought about our redemption from 
sin and eternal death, the action he offered once for all on Calvary becomes present again for us here and 
now, in this time and place.  What is more, the presence of this saving action gives us the opportunity to 
become part of Christ’s perfect offering, allowing us to participate in Christ’s perfect worship of the Father. 
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This is the action of Christ’s Body the Church at Mass.

In union with the Priest we offer Christ . . . and ourselves!  How does Christ’s offering become our offering?  
When the Priest prays this prayer, listen. He prays in the plural:  O Lord, . . .graciously make holy these gifts we 
have brought to you for consecration ;  we ask you;  we offer… The Priest prays in the person of Christ, and the 
‘we’ or ‘us’ so often spoken signifies that all the baptised present at this Eucharistic celebration make this 
offering in union with Christ, pray this prayer in union with him.  This is the hard, the demanding part for 
us, for Christ’s offering becomes truly our offering when, as we offer him, we also offer ourselves: our lives, 
our individual efforts to do the will of the Father, however difficult this may be; our efforts to grow more 
like Christ, as well as our efforts as a community of believers to spread God’s Word and serve God’s people.  
Most wonderful of all, although our offering is itself imperfect, joined with the offering of Christ it becomes 
part of his perfect praise and thanksgiving.  

In the Consecration of the Mass, Christ becomes present under the forms of bread and wine, and in our 
acclamation of this mystery of faith our adoration of Christ reaches its climax: We proclaim your Death, O 
Lord, and profess your Resurrection until you come again; or: When we eat this Bread and drink this Cup, we 
proclaim your Death, O Lord, until you come again ; or:  Save us, Saviour of the world, for by your Cross and 
Resurrection you have set us free.  And so, adoration of Christ, gratitude for the redemption he won for us 
and for his promise that he will come again, is a significant part of our action during the Eucharistic Prayer.  
But to understand this prayer truly is to know that it is fundamentally about prayer to the Father, through 
Christ, in the Holy Spirit, and that during this prayer we have more to do than simply to look forward to the 
moment of Consecration and remain there while the prayer of the Priest continues.  By our close attention 
to the words and meaning of the entire Eucharistic Prayer, by praying it as our own, we join Christ’s perfect 
offering to the Father, and with Christ we offer ourselves to the Father. 

c) The Variety of Eucharistic Prayers:

There are today ten Eucharistic Prayers that may be used at Mass.  Four of these appeared in 1970 in the 
new edition of the Missale Romanum (Roman Missal), prepared in accord with the decrees of the Second 
Vatican Council, and are in use throughout the Western Church.  The first of these four prayers is Eucharistic 
Prayer I, the Roman Canon, whose origins reach back to the fourth century and which ultimately became 
for some time the only Eucharistic Prayer used in the celebration of Mass in the Western Church.  It has, 
however, been the consistent practice in the Eastern Church to use a variety of Eucharistic Prayers and, in 
keeping with the reforms of the Second Vatican Council and the belief that no one Eucharistic Prayer can 
encompass all the pastoral, spiritual and theological riches of the Church’s understanding of the Eucharist, 
additional prayers were permitted in the Western Roman Church as well.  In addition to Eucharistic Prayers 
II, III and IV, which, along with Eucharistic Prayer I, were a part of the initial conciliar liturgical reform, 
permission has also been obtained from the Holy See by Conferences of Bishops around the world for the 
use of other Eucharistic Prayers:  Eucharistic Prayers for Reconciliation I and II, Eucharistic Prayers for Masses 
with Children I, II and III, and the Eucharistic Prayer for Mass for Various Needs and Intentions, one Prayer 
that provides four optional Prefaces and four optional sets of intercessions.

While Eucharistic Prayer I is ordinarily used on major celebrations of the Church such as Easter, Pentecost, 
Christmas, Epiphany, etc., each of the other Eucharistic Prayers offers theological insights that enrich the 
liturgical prayer life of the Church.  And although there is a variety of Eucharistic Prayers in use in the Church 
throughout the world today, the elements essential of this Prayer, ‘the centre and summit of the entire 
celebration’, are found in each of them.  While the words by which some of these elements are expressed 
may differ from one Prayer to another, the words of Consecration and of the Final Doxology are the same 
in every Eucharistic Prayer.
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d) The Chief Elements of the Eucharistic Prayer:

The following chief elements of the Eucharistic Prayer constitute its basic structure (General Instruction of 
the Roman Missal, no. 79):  

 1. Thanksgiving (the meaning of the term ‘Eucharist’), especially expressed in the Preface; 

 2. Sanctus (Holy, Holy, Holy), an acclamation sung or said by all; 

 3. Epiclesis, an invocation calling upon the Holy Spirit to bless the offerings of bread and wine, 
so that they may become the Body and Blood of Christ, and another invocation asking the Spirit 
to bless the assembly gathered, so that, as they share in the heavenly food at Communion, they 
may become one body, one spirit in Christ; 

 4. Institution Narrative and Consecration, during which the Priest prays the words of the Lord 
at the Last Supper, the words by which he instituted the Eucharist, giving himself as nourishment 
to strengthen us on the spiritual journey of life and allowing us the inestimable gift of union with 
himself; 

 5. Anamnesis, which follows the Memorial Acclamation of praise to Christ, in which the Priest 
keeps the memorial of Christ, recalling his Passion, Death, Resurrection and glorious Ascension; 

 6. Offering, ‘by which, in this very memorial, the Church, and in particular the Church assembled 
here and now, in the Holy Spirit offers the spotless Victim to the Father’ and in which we learn to 
offer ourselves (cf. General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 79); 

 7. Intercessions, expressing our communion with Our Lady and all the Saints and containing 
petitions for the Church, its leaders and all its members, living and dead;  

 8.  Final Doxology and Amen: 

  Through him, and with him, and in him,

  to you, O God, almighty Father, 

  in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

  is all honour and glory, 

  for ever and ever.  

  Amen.

 In this Doxology the entire action of the Eucharistic Prayer is expressed:  all honour, all glory 
is given to the Father, by the Son, in the unity of the Holy Spirit.  And we, the Father’s children, 
brought home to him by his Son, our elder Brother, are privileged to say our Amen, signifying 
that, through the Holy Spirit we are one with Christ and the Church in this incredible offering of 
praise and thanksgiving.
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4) The Communion Rite

a) Overview: 

The purpose of all liturgy is to glorify God and sanctify his people.  The Mass is a sacrifice and a holy meal.  
Having offered Christ — and ourselves — to the Father in praise and thanksgiving, we now prepare to 
complete the Eucharist by feeding on the food Christ left for us, his Body and Blood in the Communion 
Rite.  This Rite begins with the Lord’s Prayer (Our Father), the prayer taught us by Christ, and continues with 
the Rite of Peace.  The Breaking of the Bread and the Agnus Dei  (Lamb of God) follow, after which each of us 
acknowledges our unworthiness to take the Lord ‘under my roof’ in the prayer of the Centurion. We then 
receive Communion.  The Rite ends with the Prayer after Communion.

‘For my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.  Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in 
me, and I in them’ (John 6: 55, 56).   As baptised members of the Body of Christ, our primary task is to become 
like Christ; to be Christ for the world.  In Holy Communion Christ comes to us to nourish us and strengthen 
us to live his life.  When we think of ordinary eating, we think of food that becomes part of us to give us 
strength for life and health.  When Christ comes to us, however, it is not so much that he becomes part of 
us as that we become part of him.  And through our sharing in this great gift, gradually, little by little, if we 
are open to his grace, we are transformed into that likeness.

b) The Lord’s Prayer:

The Lord’s Prayer opens the Communion Rite.  It belongs to the people and is sung or recited aloud by all.  
The relationship of this prayer to the Eucharist is found in the petition that we be given our daily bread, the 
earthly bread that nourishes our bodies and the spiritual bread that feeds our spirits.  In it, we pray also that 
our sins may be forgiven and that we may be protected from temptation and evil.  Our Holy Father, Pope 
Benedict XVI describes the fourth petition, the petition for our daily bread, as: 

 The hinge between the three petitions that pertain to the kingdom of God and the three petitions 
that have to do with our needs. . .  Through this (fourth) petition the prayer that God’s kingdom 
will come and earth will become like heaven becomes quite practical:  through the Eucharist, 
heaven comes to earth, and the petition about deliverance from evil, from guilt, from temptation 
are practically summed up here:  Give us this bread so that my heart may become watchful, so 
that it will resist the Evil One, be able to distinguish good and evil; so that it may learn to forgive; 
so that it will remain strong in temptation. (On the Way to Jesus Christ, Joseph Ratzinger.  2005, Ignatius 
Press, pp. 104,105.)

At the conclusion of the Lord’s Prayer, the Priest prays an additional brief prayer expanding on the petition 
deliver us from evil and introduces a note of peace and hope in the Lord’s coming.  The faithful respond with 
the words of an ancient doxology which goes back as far as manuscripts of the Gospel of Matthew:

 For the kingdom,  
the power, and the glory are yours 
now and for ever.

c) The Rite of Peace:

The Communion Rite continues with the Rite of Peace, the rite by which the Church asks God to grant 
peace and unity to all her members as well as to the whole human family.  This prayer is followed by a 
symbolic gesture in which all in the assembly exchange a greeting of peace with those around them.  The 
greeting is conveyed in words and through a sign:  a handshake or embrace or kiss which is an expression 
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of the genuine desire that all may be at peace. The gesture is symbolic in that those nearby in the assembly 
with whom the peace is exchanged represent all those whose lives touch our own and with whom we need 
to be at peace.  In the words of one Father of the Church:  

 This kiss that all exchange constitutes a kind of profession of unity and charity that exists among 
them.  Each of us gives the kiss of peace to the person next to him, and so in effect gives it to 
the whole assembly because this act is an acknowledgment that we have all become the single 
Body of Christ the Lord and so must preserve with one another that harmony . . . loving one 
another equally, supporting and helping one another, regarding the individual’s needs as the 
concerns of the community, sympathising with one another’s sorrows and sharing one another’s 
joys (Theodore of Mopsuestia, Baptismal homily 4.39).  

Those with whom we exchange the peace also represent the entire world community whom we, as 
followers and messengers of Christ, pray may experience the peace that only Christ can give.  

The Rite of Peace has three parts: first, the prayer for peace by the Priest; next, his wish for peace to all those 
gathered in the assembly, and finally, the greeting and gesture of peace among all those taking part in 
the Mass.  It is up to the Bishops of a given territorial Conference to determine the gesture suitable for the 
exchange of peace in accord with the culture of their people.  The exchange of peace is a solemn religious 
action and whatever gesture is chosen for this rite should be dignified and carried out in a reverent manner.

d) The Breaking of the Bread:

The Breaking of the Bread follows the Rite  of Peace.  It is an ancient rite that has its origins in the action of 
the Lord at the Last Supper:  ‘He took bread, blessed and broke it and gave it to his disciples. . .’  It was part 
of the Eucharistic celebration from its beginnings, and in fact, in the early Church the celebration of the 
Eucharist was known as the ‘Breaking of the Bread’.

Before the distribution of Holy Communion, the Priest breaks the consecrated bread into smaller pieces, 
then takes a piece of this bread and drops it into the chalice.  These actions have great symbolic value.  The 
breaking of the bread which is to be distributed to all present is a sign that we who are many are made one 
body by receiving Communion which is Christ, the one Bread of Life.  In Baptism we were given a share in 
the life of Christ; we became members of his Body.  Our common sharing in the life of Christ also unites us 
to one another and each time we receive the Body and Blood of the Lord in Communion our unity with him 
— and with each other — is strengthened.  When we come to Mass we do not come simply as individuals; 
we gather as the community of the baptised, made one by our common life in Christ

e) Lamb of God (Agnus Dei):

 During the Breaking of the Bread, the Lamb of God or Agnus Dei is sung.  This chant is in litany style consisting 
of an invocation followed by a response.  Ideally the invocation Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the 
world is sung by a choir with the people’s sung responses: have mercy on us to the first two invocations and 
grant us peace, to the last.  If the Lamb of God is not sung it is recited by the people.

f ) The Invitation to the Banquet of the Lord:

After the Breaking of the  Bread and the prayers prayed privately by the Priest in preparation for Communion, 
the Priest lifts up the host and the chalice and invites the members of the assembly to take part in the 
Eucharistic Banquet.  Both Priest and faithful make an act of humility before the Body and Blood of the 
Lord that is raised before them.  Their response uses words taken from the Gospel account of the Centurion 
(Mt 8:8; Lk 7:7) who, with great humility, answers Jesus’ offer to come to his house to heal his servant.  It 
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is significant that this response is made not just by the faithful, but by Priest and faithful together, a clear 
sign they are part of the one Body of Christ, that together they form one community, joined in the same 
Eucharistic meal.

g) The Reception of Holy Communion:

 1. Processions: Processions are not a significant part of our contemporary experience.  We 
witness parades — on civic and national holidays, in honour of a winning sports team or a hero 
of some kind. We witness, but for the most part do not take part in, more solemn processions, 
some with a degree of religious significance, such as those at funerals of fallen heroes or on the 
occasion of the inauguration of a head of state or the weddings of royalty or celebrities.  All of 
these are gatherings of people in which there is movement from one place to another, usually 
accompanied by music. 

 But while all of these experiences share some of the characteristics of our processions in the 
liturgy, none of them can be compared with these symbolic religious actions.   In the Eucharistic 
liturgy there are three processions, each with its own purpose:  The Entrance Procession helps 
those who gather for the Eucharist to form a community, an assembly of believers, and sets 
the tone for the liturgical feast or season being celebrated.  In the Procession with the Gifts 
representatives of the assembly bring forth the bread and wine, gifts representing the self-giving 
of those present, gifts that will become the Body and Blood of the Lord.  In the Communion 
Procession, these humble gifts of bread and wine, now transformed into the Body and Blood 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, are given back to God’s people as spiritual nourishment to strengthen 
them on the journey of life.

 2. The Communion Procession: The Communion Procession is a religious action, a religious 
event.  It is not the same as ‘standing in line’ or viewing a parade.  In the Procession to receive Holy 
Communion, the assembly of believers, already united by the life of Christ they share through 
Baptism, move forward to receive the Body and Blood of Christ who, in this Sacrament, unites 
them even more closely with himself and with each other.  For this reason the Church describes 
this procession as an action that both signifies and fosters our unity with Christ and with one 
another. In the Communion Procession we move toward the Gift we are to receive with solemnity 
and with the dignity befitting the redeemed children of God.  

 3. The Communion Chant or Song: The ritual for Communion calls for the Communion 
Chant (Song) to be sung. This song begins as the Priest receives Communion and lasts until 
the last person has received (General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 86). It represents 
the communal thanksgiving of the assembly gathered for Mass, for in Mass our celebration is 
not that of separate individuals, but of those who have been made one with the Lord and with 
each other by Baptism, and whose unity will be nurtured and strengthened in their reception 
of Communion.  The purpose of the Communion Chant (Song) is to ‘express the communicants’ 
spiritual union by means of the unity of their voices, of showing joy of heart, and of highlighting 
more the “communitarian” nature of the procession to receive Communion’ (General Instruction 
of the Roman Missal, no.86).   If there is no music at Mass and the Communion Chant (Song) is not 
sung, (for example, at weekday Masses) the Communion Antiphon is recited by the faithful or by 
a lector.  If it is said by none of these, it is recited by the Priest himself after receiving Communion 
and before he distributes Communion to the faithful.
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 4. Holy Communion: When the individual receiving Communion reaches the Communion 
station, a gesture of reverence is made.  This gesture should not be done before reaching the 
station as in that case the significance of the act of reverence directed to the consecrated host 
and consecrated wine is lost and the act appears to be directed to the back of the person ahead.  
The Church allows to each individual the option of receiving the host on the tongue or in the 
hand.  Both options are permitted; neither is preferred.  If Communion is received in the hand, 
the right hand should be placed under the left hand which is held palm open and facing upward.  
The host is then placed in the left hand and the communicant takes it with his or her right hand 
and places it in the mouth.  A person who is left-handed reverses the hands so that the right hand 
rests on the left hand, and the left hand brings the host to the mouth. 

 5. Communion under Both Kinds: Communion offered both under the form of bread and the 
form of wine is strongly encouraged because ‘in this form the sign of the Eucharistic banquet 
is more perfectly evident and clearer expression is given. . . to the relationship between the 
Eucharistic banquet and the eschatological banquet in the Father’s Kingdom’ (General Instruction 
of the Roman Missal, no. 281).  At the same time, it is also important to understand that there will 
be circumstances (as, for example, an extremely large number of communicants) when it will not 
be practical to distribute Communion from the chalice.  In considering this issue, the teaching of 
the Church should be made clear:   Christ is present, whole and entire in the consecrated bread 
and in the consecrated wine, so that a person who receives under one form but not the other is 
not deprived of any grace. 

 6.The Prayer after Communion: The Communion Rite concludes with the Prayer after 
Communion, the third of the orations which include also the Collect (Opening Prayer) and the 
Prayer over the Offerings.

D. The Concluding Rites

1) Overview     

Just as there are Introductory Rites to prepare us to celebrate Mass, there are also Concluding Rites that 
bring it to a close.  These rites include brief announcements, if any are to be made, the Greeting, Blessing, 
and Dismissal. 

2) Announcements

If there are to be announcements, these are made following the Prayer after Communion, that is, at the 
beginning of the Concluding Rites. The announcements should be brief and should deal with subjects 
pertaining to the whole parish community. As far as possible, parish announcements are better left to the 
parish bulletin.  The announcements should be made from a lectern distinct from the ambo.  The ambo is 
reserved for the proclamation of the Word of God, the singing or reciting of the Responsorial Psalm, the 
homily, the intentions of the Prayer of the Faithful, and may also be used for the Easter Exsultet (Paschal 
Proclamation) and the Proclamation of Easter and the Moveable Feasts on the Solemnity of the Epiphany 
of the Lord, but not for the announcements or the leading of song.  

3) The Blessing

As part of the Concluding Rites, the Priest gives the Blessing. This Blessing takes the form of a wish: May 
almighty God . . . made by the Priest on behalf of the people. As at other times in the Mass, the people make 
the prayer their own by their response Amen.
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The Missal provides four forms of the Blessing:

 1. Simple Form: In this form the Priest asks God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, to 
bless all those present.  The people respond, Amen. A Trinitarian blessing with its response also 
concludes the other three forms, the Solemn Blessing, the Prayers over the People, and the form 
of the Blessing used at a Pontifical Mass.

 2. Solemn Blessing: Solemn Blessings are generally used on Feasts and Solemnities and may also 
be used on Sundays and other occasions at the discretion of the Priest.  In this form the people 
are asked by the Deacon, or in his absence, the Priest, to bow for God’s blessing.  The Priest then 
prays one or more invocations over those assembled.  To each of these invocations the people 
respond, Amen. A concluding Trinitarian blessing by the Priest with the people’s response Amen 
is then prayed.

 3. Prayer over the People: The Prayers Over the People are associated principally with penitential 
seasons and in the new Roman Missal, a full set of Prayers over the People has been added for 
the weekdays of Lent.  As in the Solemn Blessing the people are asked by the Deacon, or in his 
absence, the Priest, to bow for God’s blessing. The Priest then prays the Prayer, which concludes 
with the phrase Through Christ our Lord, followed by the people’s response Amen. A concluding 
Trinitarian blessing and the people’s response Amen is then given.

 4. Blessing at the Conclusion of a Pontifical Mass: This form of the Blessing is ordinarily given 
by the Bishop, who after the Greeting says, Blessed be the name of the Lord, and the people reply, 
Now and for ever. The Bishop then says, Our help is in the name of the Lord, and the people reply, 
Who made heaven and earth. Then the simple form of the Blessing is sung or said with the Bishop 
making the Sign of the Cross three times, rather than once, over the people, who respond, Amen. 

The texts of the Solemn Blessings and Prayers over the People enrich the Eucharistic celebration with 
profound and beautiful texts drawn from the treasury of prayers built up over the history of the liturgy.  
They can deepen understanding of the varied facets of the Liturgical Year as they are keyed to the different 
feasts and seasons.  While some of these prayers were a part of the former edition of The Roman Missal, in 
the new edition many more have been added, including the new texts for Lenten weekdays

4) Go Forth (The Dismissal)

The Mass closes with the Dismissal by the Deacon or the Priest through which those who have participated 
in this celebration are not simply dismissed, but sent forth.  Our presence at and our participation in the 
Mass, while vitally important for followers of Christ, are not enough.  We are called, once we have left the 
Eucharistic assembly, to be actively engaged in the Lord’s work on earth.  The Latin phrase Ite, missa est that 
concludes the Mass is translated, Go forth, the Mass is ended.  When we leave the Eucharistic celebration, we 
are not simply dismissed.  We are told to go forth and we are given a mission.  This sense of mission is made 
very explicit in the new forms of the Dismissal added to the 2008 printing of the Latin Missal, especially in 
the following translation of one of the forms: Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life.

Pope Benedict XVI, in ‘The Sacrament of Charity’, no. 84,wrote:

 The love that we celebrate in the sacrament [Eucharist] is not something we can keep to ourselves.  
What the world needs is God’s love; it needs to encounter Christ and to believe in him. . . We 
cannot approach the Eucharistic table without being drawn into the mission which, beginning in 
the very heart of God, is meant to reach all people.  Missionary outreach is thus an essential part 
of the Eucharistic form of Christian life.  
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In 1994 Pope John Paul II dealt specifically with the mission to which the Eucharist calls us, challenging 
those gathered for the Eucharistic Congress in Seville, Spain with the following words:

 Evangelization based on the Eucharist entails a commitment to put the Church’s social teaching 
into practice by promoting justice, particularly for our neediest brothers and sisters.  The poor, 
the sick, the elderly who have been neglected, prisoners, those with physical or psychological 
disabilities, those enslaved by drug addiction, those marginalized because of unemployment, 
the young without horizons of hope, are numerous forms of the challenging presence of Christ 
whom we worship in the Eucharist (as quoted in The Mystery of Faith,  Lawrence J. Johnson,  FDLC 
Publications, 2004, 2005). 

The blueprint for our mission, the way in which we put our Christian faith into action, is found first of all 
in the Word of God: the Gospel and the other readings through which God speaks to us in the Liturgy of 
the Word.  It is the role of the homily to help us to apply God’s Word to the circumstances of our daily lives 
and the world in which we live.  Christian social teachings found in the exhortations of Popes and Bishops 
and detailed in the Catechism of the Catholic Church offer applications beyond the confines of our daily 
existence. Knowledge alone, however, is not sufficient.  Attentive listening to the promptings of the Holy 
Spirit and to the voice of conscience, fortified by the graces of the Eucharist and by personal prayer help us 
to choose the right path.  Above all, we need to have faith in the power of the Eucharist.  In the celebration 
of the Eucharist God challenges us; through the Eucharist he also gives us the light, courage and strength 
to carry on his work in the world.

IV Conclusion

Our ‘Walk through the Mass’ is not a meandering, goal-less ramble.  It is a journey with a purpose; a 
challenging journey; a demanding journey that, rightly understood, will impact the whole of life.  Finally, 
it is a journey during which we will be enlightened, nourished and fortified with all we need to reach its 
glorious goal.


