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The word ‘sacrifice’ is in many ways a misunderstood word. 
Most people, when they contemplate its meaning, usually 
associate it with suffering. And yet, that is not even close to 
what this word is intended to convey. The word comes from 
Latin and a literal translation would be “to make holy”.  As 
Christians we understand that only one is truly holy, and that 
is God. When we “make holy”, we are really revealing the 
presence of God. The purpose of sacrifice, therefore, is 
about revealing God.  
 

A true sense of sacrifice calls us not simply "to give 
something up", but rather, to offer back to the Lord some 

good gift that He has given us. When we offer true sacrifice, we are called to recognize that all we have in our lives that 
is truly good is a gift from God, and that we can really only offer to God what He has given to us.  Hence, sacrifice is not 
so much about the action as it is about attitude. As the psalmist tells us… "for you do not desire sacrifice; a burnt 
offering you would not accept. My sacrifice, God, is a broken spirit; God, do not spurn a broken, humbled heart" (Ps 
51). When we sacrifice, it must be done with that humbled and contrite heart, which then opens to the right attitude. 
It leads us into understanding our proper relationship with God; that we depend on God for all things and seek to live 
our lives centered in God's grace and mercy.  
 

This true sacrifice, therefore, is about seeking to give back to the Lord that which is truly important to us, in order to 
be led into proper relationship with God. The ultimate and truly pure sacrifice is, of course, that of Christ on the cross. 
Christ sought not his own will but that of the Father and offered back to God his entire being. It is on the cross that we 
see the great kenosis, or self-emptying, of Christ. It is here that we recognize in the action of Christ, as He offers the 
greatest gift that the Father gave him—his life and his will—back to the Father.  This self-offering and self-emptying are 
the ultimate goals of true sacrifice. As we enter into the sacrifice, it should be our ultimate desire to die to ourselves, 
seeking only the will of the Father, in order to be led to a sort of resurrection as we empty ourselves of that which is 
not of God. How does sacrifice reveal God? Our best lesson is the cross itself, which is the only true and complete 
sacrifice. All other sacrifices either prepared the way for the cross or lead us back to the cross. The letter to the 
Philippians helps to unpack what the cross teaches us. “Though He was in the form of God, Jesus did not deem equality 
with God something to grasp at, rather He emptied himself…” The heart of true sacrifice is humility. Christ humbled 
himself, and through that humbling, emptied himself; or in Greek, kenosis. This sense of kenosis for us means to be 
emptied of all that is not of God. Christ’s whole life was directed towards doing the Father’s will. In accepting the cross, 
because of his love for God and us, He freely disposed himself to God, thus offering himself as a sacrifice. Christ went 
to the cross in love and humility and was found acceptable to God. In offering himself, Christ truly desired to appease 
the Father, not for himself, but for the sins of all humanity. In both Christ’s actions and interior disposition there is true 
sacrifice, since this self-offering was directed to giving God the glory and honor He deserved and in order to appease 
Him. This was not just any sacrifice, though it was… “a most perfect sacrifice. First of all, since being flesh of human 
nature, it is fittingly offered for men and partaken by them under the sacrament.” 
 

Part of living out our salvation, therefore, is offering the sacrifice of the Eucharist. Sacrifice is not something that is in 
any way necessary for God. Instead, it is part of our human nature: we need to sacrifice, and as we sacrifice, it helps us 
to better understand our relationship with God. Without true sacrifice there is no true life. For life is based on love, and 
sacrifice is part of true love. “Moreover, the prophets indicate in the fullest manner that it was not because He needed 
their service, but on their own account, that God prescribed the observances of the law.” God calls for sacrifice from 
us because of our need, but more important is… “from all of this it is evident that God did not seek sacrifice and 
holocausts from them, but faith and obedience and righteousness which bring salvation.” So, for the sacrifice to be 



 

 

what it is most fully intended to be, it must have an affect on the life that is being lived. It is not enough to offer to God 
our sacrifice and stop there. God is looking for us to live a life based on obedience to his divine will. In other words, 
sacrifice allows us to live out our lives so that we can grow into his likeness and become like Christ. God, in accepting 
our sacrifice of thanksgiving and praise, does this so that we might be glorified. But for this sacrifice to be acceptable, 
it must come from a God-centered life. It also is a sacrifice that must help us live out the Gospel. Living that life helps 
to bring the Eucharist, in a sense, to its completion. What we receive back from the Lord in this sacrifice is nourishment 
for the journey of life. “This is the offering which the Church received from the apostles, and which it offers throughout 
the whole world to God who provides us with nourishment, the first-fruits of divine gifts in this new covenant.” This 
nourishment enables each of us to become the person we were created to be. It unites us with the one whom we 
receive.  
 

The sacrifice, then, found in the celebration of the Eucharist is one of thanks and praise for what Christ has done for 
us. Our sacrifice does not start with us but with Christ, since Christ called us to celebrate this sacrament in remembrance 
of Him. It is thus made a true sacrifice by God’s grace, for our offering in the Eucharist is truly Christ’s offering on the 
cross. By that grace, as we recall Christ’s passion, all that we offer is united to that one perfect sacrifice. In this 
commemoration, we are united to the sacrifice of the cross, which has been celebrated once and for all.  
 

How, then, can a once-and-for-all act, as spoken of in Hebrews, be enacted again?  In offering the Eucharist, it is not to 
be understood as crucifying Christ again; instead, it is participating in and partaking of that great moment. Through the 
offering of the Eucharist, we receive the true sign of Christ crucified, for we receive Him who was crucified. On our part, 
it is rightly called a sacrifice by our willingly offering up the Eucharist; but its power comes from commemorating the 
Passion of Christ. We then, by the power of God, are connected to the Paschal Mystery through this sacramental 
celebration. So, it is rightly understood as a sacrifice, for it is the one sacrifice that Christ achieved and made real by his 
death on the cross. It is through the Eucharist that we are united to that cross and thus can truly offer a sacrifice to 
God. 
 

The last element, that is important in understanding our connection in sharing in the sacrifice of Christ on the cross 
through the Eucharist, comes from the Bread of Life Discourse in the Gospel of John. Jesus tells us, “Amen, amen, I say 
to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life within you. Whoever eats 

my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day. For my flesh is true food and my blood 
is true drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in him” (Jn. 6:54-56). In order to discern 
the meaning of this passage, it is important to understand that for the Jews (and many others), blood was considered 
the seat of life. It is one of the reasons for the kosher laws. The blood of animals was reserved for God alone; otherwise, 
you would share in the life of the animal and only God had that right. The blood sacrifices that were offered to God 
according to Mosaic Law were the most important. The blood of the animal represented the life of the person offering 
the sacrifice and was reserved for the most serious of reasons. When Christ said that we should share in his blood, He 
was indicating that we would then share in his very life, not simply as a metaphor but as a reality. The Eucharist is what 
makes this possible. As we receive the true body and blood of Christ in and through the Eucharist, we receive the very 
life of Christ. How do we share in this great sacrifice then? It is through the meal. 


