
The Eucharistic Sacrifice of the Mass (Fr. Denis Tameh) 
The Structure, Elements and Meaning of the Various Parts of the Mass 
  
The Liturgy of the Word 
            The second element of the Eucharistic sacrifice of the Mass is the 
Liturgy of the Word which begins after the Collect. As the name itself 
suggests, this part of the Mass focuses on proclaiming the Word of God 
which is of paramount importance in the life and worship of the Church. The 
Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum 21 explains why 
the Word of God is venerated so profoundly in the Church when it states: 
“The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures as she venerated the 
Body of the Lord, in so far as she never ceases, particularly in the sacred 
liturgy, to partake of the bread of life and to offer it to the faithful from the 
one table of the Word of God and the Body of Christ… In the sacred Books the 
Father who is in heaven comes lovingly to meet his children and talks with 
them. And such is the force and power of the Word of God that it can serve the 
Church as her support and vigor, and the children of the Church as strength 
for their faith, food for the soul, and a pure and lasting fount of spiritual life.” 
We see in this beautiful and profound reflection of the Church, the role of 
the Word in the sacrifice of the Mass; a reminder that at Mass we are 
nourished not only by the Bread of Life but also by the Word of God. Christ 
is present not only in the sacred species but also in the Word. 
            The main part of the Liturgy of the Word is taken from the Scriptures 
together with the chants occurring between them. The homily, the 
profession of faith and the Universal Prayer of the faithful develop and 
conclude it. The General Instruction of the Roman Missal explains the liturgy 
of the Word by reminding the Church that in the readings and the Homily, 
God speaks to His people opening up the mystery of redemption and 
salvation and offering spiritual nourishment. By silence and by singing, the 
people make the divine Word their own and affirm their adherence to it by 
means of the Profession of faith; and having been nourished by the divine 
Word, the people pour out their petitions by means of the Universal Prayer 
for the needs of the whole Church and for the salvation of the world (GIRM, 
55). Because of the importance of the Liturgy of the Word, the church 
strongly recommends meditation, with brief periods of silence so that the 
faithful by the action of the Holy Spirit may grasp by the heart the Word of 
God and respond to it. The instructions in the Roman Missal (Missale 
Romanum, Ordo lectionum missae, 28) advises that such silence is 
appropriate before the liturgy of the Word itself begins, after the first and 
second Readings and lastly at the conclusion of the Homily. 



            On Sundays and solemnities, there are three Scripture readings, one 
from the Old Testament, another from the New Testament letters and then 
the Gospel. During Easter, the first reading is taken from the Acts of the 
Apostles. The Responsorial psalm is sung between the readings and the 
Church strongly exhorts that these psalms which contain the Word of God 
should not be replaced by other non-biblical texts. The Gospel is the 
highpoint of the Liturgy of the Word, and we see this special reverence given 
to the Gospel by the special marks of honor which accompany it: a minister 
is appointed to proclaim it; he prepares to proclaim it by a prayer or a 
blessing if he is a deacon; all have to stand and listen while it is proclaimed. 
It is preceded by an Acclamation as the liturgical time requires it. This 
Acclamation constitutes a rite in itself by which the gathering of the faithful 
welcomes and greets the Lord who is about to speak in the Gospel. It is 
important to mention the locus of the Readings. The readings are taken from 
the Ambo, which theologically speaking is placed on the northside of the 
Church since the north symbolized paganism and darkness. It is placed on 
the north or right of the altar so that the light of the Word can penetrate the 
darkness of our hearts and prepare us for the feast to come. And because it 
is the place where Jesus Speaks, it should not be used for anything else that 
is not the Word of God. However, the prayers of the Faithful can be 
proclaimed from the Ambo. 
            The Liturgy of the Word ends with the Universal Prayers of the 
faithful, which is the response to the Word of God just heard and the 
offerings of the petitions of the faithful for the needs of the Church, public 
authorities, salvation of the world, for those burdened by any kind of 
difficulty and for the local community. 
The Liturgy of the Eucharist 

This constitutes the highpoint of the Mass for it is within this part that 
we have the miracle of transubstantiation, wherein the bread and wine 
become the real and true body and blood of Christ. Even though it has the 
accidents of bread and wine, it is in essence, the body and blood of Christ.  

The liturgy of the Eucharist begins with the Preparation of the Gifts, 
then the Eucharistic prayers, the Lord’s Prayer, the Sign of Peace, the lamb 
of God, the fraction and distribution of Holy Communion and the post 
communion prayer. In this major part of the Mass, the priest who acts in the 
person of Christ carries out what the lord himself did at the Last Supper and 
handed on to his disciples to be done in his memory. The arrangement of 
the liturgy of the Eucharist is a perfect imitation of what Christ did at the 
Last Supper when he took the bread and chalice, gave thanks, broke, and 



gave to his disciples saying: take, eat and drink: this is my Body; this is the 
chalice of my Blood. Do this in memory of me. 

At this moment of the Eucharist, the whole Church is fixated on the 
altar. And we remember that at Mass Christ is the priest, the victim, and the 
altar. Thus, the Church recognizes this importance of the altar and in the 
words of Pope Paul VI see the altar as Christ himself, the place at which the 
saving mysteries are carried out, the centre of the assembly to which 
greatest reverence is due (Encyclical Letter, Eucharisticum Mysterium, 24). 
This altar on which the Mass is celebrated at the recommendation of the 
Church should be a plain horizontal stone tablet, marked with five crosses, 
one at each corner and one on the cover of the reliquary (relic of the saint 
on the altar). These symbolize the five wounds of Christ as he offered the 
bloody sacrifice of Calvary for us. The use of stone not only recalls the stone 
altars commissioned by God in the Old Testament but also a symbol of 
Christ, the ‘stone rejected by the builders’ (Ps. 118: 22,23) but has now 
become the cornerstone of our salvation, the new Calvary where the 
rejected one offers himself in an unbloody manner. 

The preparation of gifts involves the placing on the altar of the chalice, 
corporal, purificator and missal. The offering involves the presentation of 
the bread and wine as the work of our human hands. The faithful in 
procession as a sign of their offering up to God their hearts and souls 
presents these gifts to the priest who accepts them. At this time even 
monetary donations for the poor and the Church are collected and placed in 
a suitable place away from the altar of sacrifice. The priest may then incense 
these gifts of bread and wine to signify the Church’s offering (oblation) and 
prayer rising like incense in God’s sight. Then in the prayer over the 
offerings, the Church raises her heart to the lord asking that he may receive 
the offerings presented as an oblation of the whole Church. When that is 
done, the Eucharistic prayer begins. 

 


