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Part 1 – Naming the Liturgy 

During the course of the pandemic, many people 
discovered a newfound appreciation for the Holy Mass. 
Others, broken out of their habits of practice, might 
find it harder to go to Church each Sunday. We have 
known for many years that there are a great number of 
people who consider themselves Catholic, but don’t 
walk through the doors of a church more than a couple 
times a year, if that. It is often said that if people truly 
knew what Mass was, they would be breaking down the 
doors to get in! Even among those who attend regularly, 
there are times that we are dragged down to earth rather 
than being lifted up to heaven; perhaps the preaching 
or the music aren’t the best they could be. Maybe the 
rite of the Mass isn’t followed as well as it should be. 
We all could use reflection on what we are doing and 
why we are doing it, because from the point of view of 
our Catholic faith, the Mass is objectively the most 
important thing we could be doing. 

To begin our journey through the Mass, it would be 
good to start by looking at what we call it. The Mass 
has many names, which is fitting for its divine reality, 
which cannot be sufficiently expressed by just a few 
human words. Some of the most common are: Holy 
Mass, the Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, the Divine 
Liturgy, and the Holy Sacrifice or Offering. 

We’ll leave the name we use most often (Mass) for last, 
since it is rather interesting. 

The Eucharist 

Eucharist comes from Greek, meaning “Thanksgiving”. 
As the Catechism puts it, “The Eucharist is a sacrifice 
of thanksgiving to the Father, a blessing by which the 
Church expresses her gratitude to God for all his 
benefits, for all that he has accomplished through 
creation, redemption, and sanctification.” (1360). 

The Lord’s Supper 

The Church throughout the ages has never ceased to 
celebrate the Eucharist, because she must be faithful to  
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the Lord’s command- “Do this in memory of me.” We 
call it the Lord’s Supper “because of its connection with 
the supper which the Lord took with his disciples on the 
eve of his Passion and because it anticipates the wedding 
feast of the Lamb in the heavenly Jerusalem.” (CCC 
1329). It is a sacred meal, where Jesus offers his very 
Body and Blood to us: “For my flesh is true food, and 
my blood is true drink (Jn 6:55). 

The Divine Liturgy 

Liturgy comes from a Greek word which was often used 
to describe a public work, a work done on behalf of the 
people. The center of the Mass is Christ’s redeeming 
work as High Priest of the New Covenant (see the 
Letter to the Hebrews, chapters 4-10) reconciling 
humanity with God, which we are able to participate in 
on behalf of the world, because of our status as members 
of Christ’s Body.  

The Holy Sacrifice 

While the Mass is a meal, it is not any ordinary meal; it 
is a sacrificial meal. In the Mass the once-for-all sacrifice 
of Christ is mysteriously made present to us through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Through our incorporation 
into Christ, this sacrifice also includes the Church’s 
offering, our giving of ourselves, represented in the 
bread and wine which are given to become the Body 
and Blood of the Lord.  

Holy Mass 

The word Mass comes from the last phrase of the liturgy 
in Latin: Ite, missa est, which means, literally, “Go, it’s 
the dismissal!” What an odd name for the whole thing! 
But it expresses an important truth: the mystery of 
salvation not only includes the sacrifice, but also the 
being sent. Jesus, before his ascension, sent the apostles 
into the world to announce the Good News. We are 
similarly sent to share what Christ has done that all may 
come to share in his redemption. 
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Part 2 – The Liturgy, Work of the ‘Whole Christ’ 

We continue our reflections on the Mass by looking 
more closely at what exactly is happening, at the level of 
invisible, spiritual reality, when the Eucharist is 
celebrated. 

One of the great mysteries of our faith is that of the 
relationship between the human and divine in God’s 
plan of salvation- what is done by God’s grace, and what 
is our own role as human persons? 

The Mass itself gives a beautiful testimony to the 
Catholic approach to this question. Primarily, we say 
that the Mass is an action of God. Christ, God the Son, 
offered himself to the Father in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit. But it is not something done only by God; the 
Son of God took on a human nature, and thus his 
redemptive action was also a human act, and we are then 
able to be brought into it, to participate in it, ourselves.  

But how are we able to participate in what Jesus did 
2000 years ago? Jesus included the apostles in his own 
offering at the Last Supper, and commanded them to 
perpetuate it (CCC, 611).  Christ established the 
Church to assist in the work of salvation, by applying 
the redemption won for us to all who will accept it, by 
means of sacrifice and sacraments (cf. Sacrosanctum 
Concilium, 6). What the Church does she always does 
with and in Christ because the Church is both his Bride 
and Body. Since we have been incorporated into 
Christ’s Body through baptism, we are able to 
participate in his sacrifice in our own small way.1  
Everything begins with God, everything is supported 
and sustained by God, everything comes to its 
completion by God. But God, in his great love for us, 
allows us to take part in this great work, and it is in fact 
by this cooperation that we are able to experience and 
live the salvation which Jesus offers.  
Thus, we say that the liturgy is the work of the “whole 
Christ”, that is, Head and Members, Christ and the  

 
1 This is why those officially preparing for baptism, the 
catechumens, are dismissed before the Liturgy of the Eucharist- they 

 

 

 
Church. “Christ indeed always associates the Church 
with himself in this great work wherein God is perfectly 
glorified and human beings are sanctified. The Church 
is his beloved Bride who calls to her Lord, and through 
him offers worship to the Eternal Father.” 
(Sacrosanctum Concilium, 7). 

Most of our prayers in the Mass reflect this reality- the 
classical form of Christian prayer is to the Father, 
through Christ, in the Holy Spirit.  

As the place where we experience the great work of 
Christ, offer ourselves in union with him, and are drawn 
up into the very life of the Blessed Trinity, the Mass “is 
the center of the whole of Christian life and for the 
Church both universal and local, as well as for each of 
the faithful individually” (General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal, 16).  

The word for the Church used in the New Testament 
is the Greek ekklesia, which means those called out to 
gather together, an assembly. In a profound way, to be 
part of the Church means, following Christ’s call, to 
gather with Christ (sacramentally symbolized by the 
priest) and the other members of Christ’s Body. The 
Mass is where the Body is- if we absent ourselves 
without a serious reason, we in effect say that we don’t 
consider ourselves part of that Body. On the other 
hand, those who are present need to have a special care 
and concern for those members of the Body who are 
not, whether by choice or by circumstances. 

“In raising this prayer to the Father of lights, from 
whom comes every good endowment and every perfect 
gift (cf. Jas 1:17), the Church believes that she will be 
heard, for she prays in union with Christ her Head and 
Spouse, who takes up this plea of his Bride and joins it 
to that of his own redemptive sacrifice.” (St. John Paul 
II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 43). 

are unable to truly participate in the offering until they have been 
joined to Christ in baptism! 
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Part 3 – Sacramentality 

The Liturgy “is carried out by means of perceptible 
signs by which the faith is nourished, strengthened, and 
expressed.” (GIRM, 20) “In the liturgy the 
sanctification of persons is signified by signs perceptible 
to the senses, and is effected in a way which corresponds 
with each of these signs.” (Sacrosanctum Concilium 
(SC), 7) 

“In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that 
heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the holy city of 
Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, where 
Christ is sitting at the right hand of God, a minister of 
the holies and of the true tabernacle…” (SC 8) 

God has made human beings as creatures with both a 
material and spiritual reality- we have a body and a soul. 
The body, we can say, is a symbol, of the person. As Pope 
St. John Paul II taught, “…only the body is capable of 
making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and divine. 
It has been created to transfer into the visible reality of 
the world the mystery hidden from eternity in God, and 
thus to be a sign of it.” (Man and Woman He Created 
Them: A Theology of the Body, 203). Similarly, we 
believe that God uses the rest of creation as well in 
revealing spiritual and divine realities. This is the basis 
of the sacraments, what we call the principle of 
sacramentality. A basic definition of sacrament is often 
“a sacred sign, instituted by Christ, to give grace.” 
Expanding on that definition, some further explain the 
sign as “a sign which effects what it signifies.” Often we 
think of the central symbols of the sacraments – water 
in baptism, bread and wine in the Eucharist, oil at 
Confirmation. And while these are the most important, 
in fact the whole of our ritual is sacramental: where it 
takes place, the art, the music, the words of the prayers, 
the gestures, posture, who leads the celebration, when it 
takes place, all of these elements signify and testify to the 
invisible reality of God’s activity.  

 
 
 

 
 

 

Things go wrong when the outward symbolism fails to 
point to the invisible reality, or distracts from it. An 
overly casual approach to ritual on the part of the priest, 
for instance, signifies that what is going on really isn’t all 
that important, distracting from the fact that this is the 
most important thing anyone could be doing. 
Sometimes, however, there can be too much emphasis 
on the external symbols themselves, such that they call 
attention to themselves more than to the underlying 
reality. An example might be a situation where a cantor 
sings a solo piece during the Mass presented in such a 
way that people feel inclined to applaud afterwards, as 
though it were a mere performance rather than worship.  

In the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, which is 
the ‘how-to guide’ for Mass in the Roman Rite, it says 
that in the celebration of the Eucharist “the greatest care 
is to be taken that those forms and elements proposed 
by the Church are chosen and arranged, which, given 
the circumstances of persons and places, more 
effectively foster active and full participation and more 
aptly respond to the spiritual needs of the faithful.” 
(GIRM, 20). This is why certain adaptations are 
permitted in the Mass, such as the choice of readings 
and prayers, the chants (songs), explanations, and so on. 
However, they are only permitted to a certain degree; 
otherwise changes risk shaping the external signs into 
something other than what the Church desires them to 
be. Thus, the Priest is reminded “that he is the servant 
of the Sacred Liturgy and that he himself is not 
permitted, on his own initiative, to add, to remove, or 
to change anything in the celebration of Mass” (GIRM, 
24). 

If you ever wonder why so much time and effort go into 
the translation of the Mass into the vernacular, or why 
the Church insists on worthy materials and beautiful 
churches, a large part of the answer is sacramentality!  
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Part 4 – Participation 

Having discussed sacramentality, and the fact that, 
although Christ is the primary actor in the liturgy, he 
associates the whole Church in that work, we are ready 
to truly understand the notion of ‘participation’. This 
concept is crucial for understanding why we do what we 
do at Mass, and for experiencing in our lives the fruits 
of our redemption. 

Vatican II famously said “Mother Church earnestly 
desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully 
conscious, and active participation in liturgical 
celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of 
the liturgy. Such participation by the Christian 
people…is their right and duty by reason of their 
baptism” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 14). Sometimes this 
‘active participation’ has been interpreted as being 
primarily about activity. In this understanding, ‘active 
participation’ means primarily doing the gestures, 
saying the words, singing the songs. This gets things 
somewhat backwards. 

Sometimes you might hear that the people didn’t 
participate in the liturgy until after the reforms 
following Vatican II. And while it was certainly possible 
for people to simply attend Mass passively (a possibility 
which is alive and well today!), people could still 
experience true participation; the phrase ‘active 
participation’, after all, was coined by Pope St. Pius X 
in 1903!1  The deepest meaning of participation in the 
liturgy is participation in the invisible reality, that is, 
hearing the Word of God, and responding to it by 
offering oneself in union with the sacrifice of Christ, 
taking part in Christ’s Paschal Mystery, and receiving 
the fruit of that sacrifice in Holy Communion. Even 
when the people didn’t say anything, that sort of 
participation was possible (and has to have been- 
because the Church’s liturgy had been forming saints 
for centuries upon centuries!).  

 
1 See his motu proprio, Tra le Sollecitudini, which dealth 
with the topic of sacred music in the liturgy. 
 

 

 
But is this to say that the external activity is 
unimportant? No! Vatican II wanted to emphasize some 
of this ‘activity’ in order to make it easier to come to  
that interior participation, following the principle of 
sacramentality discussed previously. The activity 
signifies and helps to bring about that true, interior 
participation. This is a crucial point, because not 
everyone can do all the activity individually. When we 
kneel, for instance, we express worship, we acknowledge 
our vulnerability and helplessness before God, our 
pleading, knowing that he has the power to shape all 
things according to his will. But not everyone can kneel; 
those who cannot are still able to have that profound 
attitude of worship of God in their heart.  

To take another example of how the Church proposes 
that we understand participation, see what the General 
Instruction has to say about the Liturgy of the Word:  

A final aspect of participation: it is not only concerned 
with what we do during the liturgy, but how the liturgy 
relates to our daily lives. True participation as described 
above is transformative, because that intimacy with 
Christ which is brought about by the liturgy continues 
and is expressed by the way we live and treat others. 
Thus the true test of whether one has participated 
actively in the liturgy is not whether one says the words, 
sings the songs, and performs the gestures, but rather 
whether one’s life bears the fruit of a deep communion 
with Christ and the Church, in thought, word, and 
deed. 
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Part 5 – Christ’s Presence at Mass 

As we’ve seen previously, at Mass the Church is the 
People of God, called together, with a Priest who 
presides, “acting in the person of Christ, to celebrate 
the memorial of the Lord, the Eucharistic Sacrifice.” 
(GIRM, 27). To the Eucharistic assembly, Christ’s 
words regarding his presence apply most fittingly: 
“Where two or three are gathered in my name, there 
am I in their midst” (Mt 18:20). But how is Christ 
present among us in the Liturgy? 

The Church teaches that he is particularly present in 
four main ways: “In the very assembly gathered in his 
name, in the person of the minister, in his word, and 
indeed substantially and uninterruptedly under the 
Eucharistic species.” (GIRM, 27) 

Christ is present in the assembly because, having been 
incorporated into him through baptism (see Romans 
6), they are truly members of his Body. Anytime the 
Church gathers to pray, Christ the Head is present 
with his Body. 

Christ is present in the person of the minister: the 
Sacrament of Holy Orders “configures the recipient to 
Christ by a special grace of the Holy Spirit, so that he 
may serve as Christ’s instrument for his Church. By 
ordination one is enabled to act as a representative of 
Christ, Head of the Church, in his triple office of 
priest, prophet, and king” (CCC, 1581). 

Christ is present in his Word: “When the Sacred 
Scriptures are read in the Church, God himself speaks 
to his people, and Christ…proclaims the Gospel.” 
(GIRM, 29). The liturgical proclamation of the Word 
reminds us that the Scriptures are not “an object of 
historical curiosity,” but rather, “the work of the Holy 
Spirit in which we can hear the Lord himself speak and 
recognize his presence in history.” (Pope Benedict 
XVI, Verbum Domini, 19).  

 

 

 

 
Christ is present really and substantially in the 
Eucharist. We sometimes refer to this as the “Real 
Presence” of Christ in the Eucharist. Christ gives us 
his very self, Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity in the  
Eucharist, so that we may be fed with his very life and 
experience true Communion with him and the other 
members of his Body. This presence “raises the 
Eucharist above all the sacraments as ‘the perfection of 
the spiritual life and the end to which all the 
sacraments tend.’” (CCC, 1374) 

While rightly giving much attention to this awesome 
gift, we have to remember that “this presence is called 
‘real’ not to exclude the idea that the others are ‘real’ 
too, but rather to indicate presence par excellence, 
because it is substantial and through it Christ becomes 
present whole and entire, God and man.” (St. Paul VI, 
Mysterium Fidei, 39). As an understandable reaction to 
people rejecting the idea Christ’s presence in the 
Eucharist, we can sometimes focus so uniquely on it 
that we forget the purpose of that presence – to bring 
us into communion with God and with one another. 

And in fact, all of these presences of Christ create a 
circle – having received Communion we become more 
perfectly members of his Body, sent out to the world 
to bring the Good News, and led to gather together 
again as his Body, to do what the Body of Christ does: 
to participate again in the eternal offering of Christ the 
Head to the Father, in the Holy Spirit; Christ’s Body 
and Blood are given to us again, and thus we become 
even more perfectly members of his Body. And the 
cycle continues throughout our earthly lives, until we, 
in God’s mercy, reach the joys of the heavenly 
banquet. 
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Part 6 – The Structure of the Liturgy 

In the sacraments, the Holy Spirit “acts in the same way 
as at other times in the economy of salvation: he 
prepares the Church to encounter her Lord; he recalls 
and makes Christ manifest to the faith of the assembly. 
By his transforming power, he makes the mystery of 
Christ present here and now. Finally the Spirit of 
communion unites the Church to the life and mission 
of Christ.” (CCC, 1092) We can see this work of the 
Holy Spirit in the structure of the Mass. 

The Mass has two main parts, what we call the Liturgy 
of the Word, and the Liturgy of the Eucharist. In some 
times in the past they have been called the Mass of the 
Catechumens and the Mass of the Faithful, because the 
catechumens were able to be present for the first part, 
but not for the second. Only the baptized were 
permitted to attend the Liturgy of the Eucharist. 

Before the Liturgy of the Word, we have the 
Introductory Rites. Here we are prepared to encounter 
our Lord in the central two parts of the Mass, gathering 
as the Body of Christ, seeking mercy and forgiveness for 
our sins, praising the Lord, and asking for what we 
need. 

While the Liturgy of the Word has always been 
important (all the Christian liturgies which go back to 
the early centuries contain it), in practice it has 
sometimes gotten short shrift. For example, under the 
1917 Code of Canon Law, to fulfill your Sunday 
obligation you had to be present for the three elements 
of the sacrifice: the offertory, the consecration, and the 
communion. With the constant temptation to do the 
bare minimum, this led some to see the Liturgy of the 
Word as unimportant. This is what led the Second 
Vatican Council to make the claim: “The two parts 
which, in a certain sense, go to make up the Mass, 
namely, the liturgy of the word and the eucharistic 
liturgy, are so closely connected with each other that 
they form but one single act of worship. 

 

 
Accordingly this sacred Synod strongly urges pastors of 
souls that, when instructing the faithful, they insistently 
teach them to take their part in the entire Mass…” (SC, 
56). As the Council’s constitution on the Word of God 
put it: “The Church has always venerated the divine 
Scriptures just as she venerates the body of the Lord, 
since, especially in the sacred liturgy, she unceasingly 
receives and offers to the faithful the bread of life from 
the table both of God’s word and of Christ’s body.” 
(Dei Verbum, 21). These are strong statements about 
how we as Catholics view the Bible!  

In the Liturgy of the Word, we recall, or rather, God 
recalls to us, the wondrous deeds of the Lord 
throughout history, and we are taught by Christ and the 
apostles. This ‘remembering’ is a special kind that takes 
place in the liturgy (see CCC, 1103). And we should be 
moved to draw closer to Jesus, to give our entire selves 
to him.  

In the Liturgy of the Eucharist, having been fed with 
God’s Word, we respond in faith, and are invited to 
share in his sacrifice, by offering ourselves in union with 
him to the Father, in the Holy Spirit. As the priestly 
people of God, under the leadership of Christ, we 
intercede for the whole Church, for the whole world. 
And since our sacrifice is accepted because it has been 
given in union with Christ’s, we are given the 
immeasurable gift of being brought into deeper union 
with Christ and the Church by receiving him in a 
sacramental way, becoming more truly members of his 
Body. 

Following the Liturgy of the Eucharist we have the 
concluding rites. While short, they are important! 
Because we are not only united to the life of Christ in 
Holy Communion, but also to his mission, which is the 
salvation of the world, and the institution of the 
Kingdom of God. This is why the liturgy is described as 
the “source” and “summit” of the Christian life, but not 
the only thing that makes our life Christian. Our 
participation should result in living evidence of our 
transformation in Christ! 
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