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UNDERSTDANDING CATHOLICISM 16: THE SACRIFICE OF THE MASS 

PART I 

There is a real sense that the Mass is in itself a summary of Catholicism that incorporates all 

the Old Testament longing for the Savior, brings us to the advent of the Son of God made man, 

explores Jesus’ public ministry, and makes present our Lord’s Passion, Death, Resurrection and 

glorious Ascension.  The richness of the Mass is so vast, that the presentations here in two 

parts can only provide a sketch of its depth.  We are called to be active participants at each 

Mass, not mere spectators as if we were attending a performance.  It’s in our active 

participation that the Mass becomes transformative in us. 

 

The first part of the Mass, which is discussed today, is called the Liturgy of the Word.  Here we 

recall the plea of Psalm 95: “O that today you would listen to his voice!  Harden not your 

hearts” (Ps 95:7-8).  Sacred Scripture is the soul of theology.  When we study theology without 

Scripture, we study a corpse.  The power of studying the Word of God, is in the loving 

encounter with the Word, who is God.   

 

In this first part of the Mass, we are also reminded of Jesus’ words, “Repent, for the kingdom of 

heaven is a hand” (Mt 4:17).  Like the humble tax collector who would not lift his eyes to 

heaven, but beat his breast, we are motivated to pray, “God, be merciful to me a sinner” (Lk 

18:13).  As we begin this study width the Jesus Prayer, we need to remind ourselves that the 

transformation in Christ that we pray for is best achieved by participation in the sacrifice of 

Jesus made present in the Mass. 

JESUS PRFAYER 

I. Introduction 
A. The Catholic Church teaches: “The Eucharist is ‘the source and summit of the Christian 

life’.”1   
1. It continues: “The other sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical ministries and 

works of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are oriented toward it. 
2. For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual good of the Church, 

namely Christ himself.”2 
B. The Eucharist is a storehouse of inexhaustible riches.   

1. The Mass is so powerful that its ability to transform lives and conquer evil exceeds 
anything we can imagine.   

2. The Mass is the three-fold sacrament3 of Jesus’  
a. Real Presence,  
b. Unique Sacrifice, and 
c. Finally, it unites us to Jesus in the reception as Holy Communion.   

                                                           
1 CCC, # 1324; Lumen Gentium. 11, the Constitution on the Church. 
2 Citing Presbyterorum Ordinis.5, Decree on Ministry and Life of Priests. 
3 The sacraments are signs (symbols) instituted by Christ through which grace comes to us. 
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3. The Mass also makes present the death of Jesus Christ on the cross and his 
triumphant reign in heaven.   

4. At every Mass we are challenged to demonstrate our willingness to stand at the foot 
of the cross with Mary, John and the holy women uniting ourselves with Jesus’ total 
offering of himself to the Father for all mankind.  We will return to his important 
point at a later time.   

C. However, the richness of the Mass raises a troubling question: If the Mass is this 
stupendous, and it is, then why are we who attend Mass regularly not saints?   
1. This is an important question, because it strikes right at the heart of what the Second 

Vatican Council called “full, conscious, and active participation.”4   
2. All spiritual progress is the result of God’s grace, but his grace never overpowers our 

free will.  Love never forces!  
3. Here we discover the crux of the problem, namely, our attachment to sin, our 

unwillingness to fully surrender to Christ because our hearts are divided, and our 
failure to enter into the mystery of the Eucharist when we attend Mass.  We are 
called to be participants, not mere spectators.   

D. The Mass, according to Pope John Paul II “is not isolated from the rest of Christian life.”5  
In other words, our habitual manner of behavior, good or bad, has a notable impact on 
the Eucharist’s ability to transform our lives.   
1. Active participation means that the mystery of the Mass must be entered into and 

lived.   
2. This requires a level of personal involvement that extends far beyond mere 

attendance as if we were viewing a performance.  Rather the Mass invites us to 
enter into an amazing personal encounter with Jesus.6   

3. Therefore, it is important to arrive at Mass early so we can settle down and focus on 
Jesus.  

 

II. In the Liturgy of the Word Jesus Prepares His Bride for the Wedding Banquet 
 

     Outline: Liturgy of the Word 

 
 Procession 
 Greeting  
 Penitential Rite 
 Gloria 
 Opening Prayer - Collect 
 Proclamation of the Word 
 Creed 
 Prayer of the Faithful 

                                                           
4 Sacrosanctum Concilium, The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, # 14. 
5 Pope John Paul II, Liturgical Participation, Address on March 8, 1997 to the French bishops during their ad limina visit, p. 1. 
6 Ibid.; and Michael Dubruiel, The How-To Book of the Mass, pp. 25-29. 
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A. The Messiah is depicted as the heavenly bridegroom in both the Old and the New 
Testament.   
1. John the Baptist declared that he was “not the Christ” (Jn 3:28).  He added, “He who 

has the bride is the bridegroom; the friend of the bridegroom [John], who stands and 
hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice; therefore, this joy of mine is 
now full” (Jn 3:29) 

2. When Jesus was asked why his disciples did not fast, he answered: “Can the wedding 
guests fast while the bridegroom is with them?  As long as they have the bridegroom 
with them, they cannot fast.  The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken 
away from them [crucifixion], and then they will fast in that day” (Mk 2:19-20).   

3. Marital image is saturated in the book of Revelation, which depicts the heavenly 

worship as the marriage supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:1-10).   

4. Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) observed that the Apocalypse [the book of 
Revelation] is “the book of the heavenly liturgy, which is presented to the Church as 
the standard for her own liturgy”7  

B. The Liturgy of the Word is the first of the two major parts of the Mass.  

1. Its purpose is to prepare us to enter into the marriage supper of the Lamb, both now 
and in eternity.  

2. All the words, gestures, vestments, colors, sacred vessels and postures are designed 
to help us focus on that reality.   

C. Reflection: 

St. Augustine astutely observed in his Confessions, “Our hearts were made for you, O 

Lord, and they are restless until they rest in you.”  It is this longing that incites the bride 

in the Song of Songs to beg the heavenly Husband, “Draw me after you” (Song 1:4).  

Lord, my desire to love you is very great, but greater still is my inability to love you on 

my own.8  

I am reminded of Jesus’ words on Holy Thursday, “Apart from me, you can do nothing” 

(Jn 15:5).  Alas!  I find that my love for you is painfully weak.  I long to follow you up the 

hill of Calvary, but my limitations far exceed my capacity.  Often, I am fickle, drawn to 

false loves that can never satisfy the hunger of my heart.  So, I often fail in fidelity.  I 

crawl.  I limp. I trudge forward, but I rarely do I keep up with Jesus on his way to the 

cross.  Lord, “Draw me.”  You declared, “I have loved you with an everlasting love” (Jer 

31:3).  You promised: “When I am lifted up from the earth, I shall draw all men to 

myself” (Jn 12:32).  “Draw me,” so I will use this preparation well.  Enable me to stand 

with Mary, John and the holy women at the foot of your cross when I enter your great 

Eucharistic Prayer. 

 

                                                           
7 The Spirit of the Liturgy, pp. 185-186; for a fuller development of this idea see: Scott Hahn’s The Lamb’s Supper: The Mass 
as Heaven on Earth.   
8 Blaise Arminjon, S.J. The Cantata of Love: A Verse by Verse Reading of The Song of Songs, p. 71. 
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III. The Procession (Rev 4:8-11; 5:9-14; 7:10-12) 
A. Every Mass begins with a procession of the priest and the other ministers 
B. It is a reminder of Jesus’ his wedding procession to Calvary where our sins nailed him to 

his wedding bed. 
1. The congregation stands in respect to the priest, who acts in the person of Christ.9  
2. Standing also expresses our willingness to follow Christ.  

C. As the procession is about to begin, I recall the Love Game I played with my children, 
now my grandchildren.  “Grace,” I would say, “does Daddy love you this much?” as I 
held my hands a little apart.  She would answer, “No.”  Then, opening my hands a little, I 
would say, “Does Daddy love you this much?”  Again, she would say, “No.”  Finally, 
opening my arms wide, I would say, “Does Daddy love you this much?”  She would 
answer, “Yes!”  It was hug and kisses time.   
At every Mass Jesus, the heavenly Husband, comes with his arms opened wide recalling 
that he loves me this much even as my sins helped nail him to his wedding bed, the 
cross. 

 

IV. Greeting Christ 
A. After approaching the altar, the priest kisses the altar as a symbolic gesture of greeting 

our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.   
B. On solemn occasions incense is used.  Its smoke represents the “prayers of the saints 

upon the golden altar” rising to heaven (Rev 8:3).   
 

V. Greeting the People 
A. The priest greets the people beginning with the sign of the cross (Rev 7:3; 14:1; 22:4 – 

tau).   
B. It is a gesture that has great theological significance.   

1. St. Basil the Great states that this powerful gesture was handed down to the Church 
by the apostles themselves.   

2. The greeting, “The Lord be with you” and the response, “And with your spirit” is 
from the Book of Ruth 2:4.   
a. This greeting serves as a reminder of Jesus’ promise: “Where two or three are 

gathered together in my name, there I am in the midst of them” (Mt 18:20).   
b. There is no greater blessing than to have God with us. 

 
VI. Penitential Rite (Rev 2-3) 

A. Jesus began his public ministry with the words, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand” (Mt 3:3).   

B. The repentance of our sins is a vital first step in forming a deeper relationship with God.  
Mindful of this, we publically acknowledge:  

                                                           
9 Catechism of the Catholic Church, #s 1142, 1348, henceforth cited as CCC. 
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“I confess to almighty God and to you, my brothers and sisters, that I have greatly 

sinned, in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have 

failed to do, (then striking our breasts three times with the prayer, we continue) 

through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault; therefore I ask 

blessed Mary ever-Virgin, all the Angels and Saints, and you, my brothers and sisters, 

to pray for me to the Lord our God.” 

This is the most complete and my favorite of the penitential rites. 

C. Our humble repentance asks God to clothe us with the proper wedding garments (Mt 
22: 11-12).   
1. If we are truly repentant our venial sins are forgiven.  
2. The priest concludes with the words: 

“May almighty God have mercy on us, forgive us our sins, and bring us to everlasting 

life.”  Our response is, “Amen.” 

D. Jesus reminds us that as sinners we must forgive others.   
1. An unforgiving heart causes a worse self-inflicted injury than the initial harm done to 

us by others.   
2. It is comparable to spiritual hardening of the arteries!  Thus, the penitential rite 

reminds us that we must be reconciled with God and with men.10   
3. Jesus is adamant that we must forgive those who have hurt us in order to receive his 

mercy.     
E. The prayer, “Lord, have mercy” is Kýrie, eléison in Greek.  

1. This plea is reminiscent of the entreaty of the blind beggar, Bartimaeus, who cried 
out to Jesus as he neared Jericho: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me” (Mk 
10:47).11   

2. It also recalls the petition of the two blind men (Mt 9:27-30), and the humble 
Canaanite woman (Mt 15:22-28) that Jesus praised.   

3. Only God, the heavenly physician, can heal us from the malady of sin.  
  

VII.  Gloria (Rev 15:3-4) 

A. The Gloria is said or sung on Sundays and on solemn occasions.   
1. When it is omitted during Advent, it helps us anticipate our loving encounter with 

Christ at Christmas.   
2. When the Gloria is omitted during Lent, we are reminded of our sinfulness and the 

price Jesus paid to redeem us.  
B. This lovely Trinitarian hymn of praise and thanksgiving opens with the song of the angels 

at Bethlehem (Lk 2:13-14).   
1. It also resonates with the praise the angels sing in the Book of Revelation (Rev 15:3-

4).   

                                                           
10 Ratzinger, “Bread We Break,” p. 51. 
11 See also Lk 18:35 & Mt 10:30. 
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2. Therefore, we say or sing: “We praise you; we bless you; we adore you; we glorify 
you; we give you thanks for your great glory. ...  For you alone are the Holy One, you 
alone are the Lord, you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ, with the Holy Spirit, in 
the glory of God the Father. Amen.”   

3. This lovely hymn is a beautiful summary of the whole gospel. 
 

VIII. Opening Prayer – Collect 
A. These beautiful prayers are wonderfully succinct in their doctrinal content.  They are 

called the “collect” from the Latin word colligere meaning “to gather together.”   
1. The priest begins with the words, “Let us pray.”   
2. Then he pauses so we can “compose ourselves before God, to truly open our hearts 

to Him and His Presence.”12   
 
Collect of the feast of Corpus Christi: 
“O God, who in this wonderful Sacrament have left us a memorial of your Passion, 
grant us, we pray, so to revere the sacred mysteries of your Body and Blood that we 
may always experience in ourselves the fruits of your redemption.  Who live and reign 
with God the Father in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever and ever.”   
We answer: Amen!  
 

B. It is important that we concentrate on the meaning of the prayer because it sets the 
tone for the day’s Mass.   
1. More than listening, we must respond by making it our prayer, which we affirm by 

our Amen.   
2. This submission prepares the willing heart to surrender to the word of God that 

follows.   
 

IX. Proclamation of the Word (Rev 2-3; 5; 8:2-11) 
A. Listening to the scriptural readings and learning from them is the high point of the 

Liturgy of the Word.   
B. These readings play a vital part in instructing the faithful and in preparing the 

congregation to properly participate in the Eucharistic liturgy that follows.13 
 

Lectionary 

 

The lectionary is a book that contains the collection of scriptural readings used – 

one for Sundays and another for weekday Masses.  

 

C. The Sunday lectionary is designed in a three-year cycle.   

                                                           
12 Dubruiel, How-to Book of the Mass, 73. 
13 CCC, # 1154. 
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D. The weekday lectionary is formatted in a two-year cycle.  Both cycles started in 1969.   
1. Sacred Scripture is prominently featured in every Mass; indeed, the Bible permeates 

the entire liturgy.   
2. In the Sunday Lectionary more than 7,000 verses of the Bible are read every 3 

years.14  The readings are selected to form a continual instruction upon the whole 
Bible.   

3. The Catholic who prepares properly and attends Mass frequently will become 
immersed in Sacred Scripture.   

E. The Sunday Readings have the following format (Rev 1:10): 
1. The First Reading is usually drawn from the Old Testament.   

a. Normally, the passage selected ties in with one or more of the themes in the 
day’s Gospel reading.   
 
Feast of Corpus Christi: Genesis 14:18-20 
“In those days, Melchizedek, king of Salem, brought out bread and wine, and 
being a priest of God Most High, he blessed Abram with these words: ‘Blessed be 
Abram by God Most High, the creator of heaven and earth; and blessed by God 
Most High, who delivered your foes into your hand.’  Then Abram gave him a 
tenth of everything.”  The word of the Lord.   
We respond: “Thanks be to God.” 
 

b. This reading is followed by a Psalm, which in whole or in part is prayed at every 
Mass.  The psalm may be recited or sung.   

2. The Second Reading is usually drawn from the Epistles.   
a. It is followed by the singing or recitation of a verse of Scripture often 

accompanied with Alleluias (Rev 19: 1, 3, 4, 6).   
b. The word “alleluia” comes from the Hebrew meaning “Praise God” or “Praise the 

LORD.” 
 
Second Reading, Feast of Corpus Christi: 1 Cor 11:23-26 
“Brothers and sisters: I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that 
the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had 
given thanks, broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you.  Do this in 
remembrance of me.’  In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This 
cup is the new covenant in my blood.  Do this, as often as you drink it, in 
remembrance of me.’  For as often as you eat the bread and drink the cup, you 
proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes.”   
The word of the Lord.   
We respond: “Thanks be to God.” 
 

3. The reading of the Gospel –  

                                                           
14 Stravinskas, Bible and Mass, p. 48. 
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a. We stand out of respect when the Gospel is read, because it gives us the words 
and actions of Jesus.   

b. The reading from the Gospel is the high point of the Liturgy of the Word.  While a 
layperson, man or woman, can read the first two readings, only a deacon or 
priest can read the Gospel at Mass. 
 
Feast of Corpus Christi: Lk 9:11b-17 
“Jesus spoke to the crowds about the kingdom of God, and he healed those who 
needed to be cured.  As the day was drawing to a close, the Twelve approached 
him and said, ‘Dismiss the crowd so that they can go to the surrounding villages 
and farms and find lodging and provisions; for we are in a deserted place here.’  
He said to them, ‘Give them some food yourselves.’  They replied, ‘Five loaves 
and two fish are all we have, unless we ourselves go and buy food for all these 
people.’  Now the men there numbered about five thousand.  Then he said to his 
disciples, ‘Have them sit down in groups of about fifty.’  They did so and made 
them all sit down.  Then taking the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to 
heaven, he said the blessing over them, broke them, and gave them to the 
disciples to set before the crowd.  They all ate and were satisfied.  And when the 
leftover fragments were picked up, they filled twelve wicker baskets.” 
The Gospel of the Lord.   
We respond: “Thanks be to God.”   
 

4. The homily (from the Greek homilia) or sermon (from the Latin sermo) follows.  
These two terms are synonymous. 
Preaching is important, but in the Old Testament and in Christian worship for the 
first 1,600 years, the altar of sacrifice was always the focal point of worship, not 
preaching.  The present central focus in some denominations on preaching is a 
novelty that began in the sixteenth century to replace sacrifice, but was always 
rejected in the Catholic Church. 

F. Preparation before Mass will make the readings come alive and dispose the attendees 
to listen to what the Holy Spirit wants to say to them.  The following aid is very helpful in 
this preparation:  
 

Magnificat – This little booklet is published monthly.  It gives the Scripture readings 
for each day of the month together with reflections, morning & evening prayers.  
One can subscribe at P.O. Box 91, Spencerville, MD 20868-9978, (301) 853-6000, 
www.Magnificat.net.   

 

X. The Creed 
A. Usually the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed is used during the Mass.  

It a custom to bow at the words: “and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin 
Mary, and became man.”  

http://www.magnificat.net/
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B. It is so called because the Council of Nicaea formulated it in 325.   
1.  This first general (ecumenical) council rejected the Arian heresy that denied that 

Jesus is God.   

2.  This council defined that Jesus had the same substance or nature (consubstantial) as 

the Father.   

3.  The great defender of orthodoxy at this council was St. Athanasius, then a deacon, 

who later became the patriarch of Alexandria.   

4.  This creed was expanded at the Council of Constantinople in 381 by affirming the 

divinity of the Holy Spirit.   

5.  This creed is a public testimony of the faith Christ entrusted to the apostles, which 

they carefully guarded, taught, and handed on to the Church.   

6.  The baptismal creed known as the Apostles’ Creed may also be used, especially 

during the seasons of Lent and Easter.   

 

XI. Prayer of the Faithful 
A. The Prayer of the Faithful concludes the Liturgy of the Word. 
B. These intercessory prayers for the Church, the world, and particular intentions flow 

naturally from responding to the Word of God. 
 

XII. Tithe - Collection 
A.  Usually, there is a collection on Sundays 
B. Our tithe is important because it is a concrete demonstration that we put God first with 

our finances.  Ten present is a guide, but we should not get caught up in percentages.  
God is not an accountant.  Putting God first and our generosity are the vital issues.  We 
should remember God’s pledge in the book of Malachi: “Put me to the test … if I will not 
open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing” 
(Mal 3:10). 
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