
 The Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul  

214 East 8th Street, Chattanooga, TN 
 

 1 

Sermon for 8/7/22  Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 
Clarity Is Charity 8 

Dies Domini (The Day of the Lord) 
 
In continuation of my homily series Clarity is Charity, inspired by the recent Synod on Synodality listening sessions 
which voiced our parishioners’ desire for clear teaching on doctrine, I would like to preach today on the First 
Precept of the Church. We recall that the precepts of the Church are: Positive Laws (sometimes called commandments) made 
by Church authorities to guarantee for the faithful the indispensable minimum in prayer and moral effort, for the sake of their growth in 
love of God and neighbor (CCC 2041 and Glossary). Thus, they are the defined ‘minimums’ for calling oneself a 
practicing Catholic.  
 
The first precept (“You shall attend Mass on Sundays and on holy days of obligation and rest from servile labor”) requires the faithful to 
sanctify the day commemorating the Resurrection of the Lord as well as the principle liturgical feasts . . . (CCC 2042). What is the 
theological foundation of the Sunday obligation? It comes from the Divine rest on the last day of the creation of the 
world, as recounted in Genesis Chapter 2. “On the seventh day God finished his work which he had done, and he rested on the 
seventh day from all his work which he had done” (Gn 2:2) “God blessed the seventh day and made it holy” (Gn 2:3) 
 
The Day of Rest in Genesis Chapter 2 is the Sabbath rest. It then becomes an imperative when it is taken up as the 
third of the Ten Commandments: “keep holy the sabbath” (Deut 5:12) The Sabbath rest is a commandment for Jews 
and Christians alike. The Jewish people observe the Sabbath on the day we call Saturday. This is made clear in other 
languages’ word for the day: Italian Sabato, Spanish, Sábado. For Christians, however, the day of rest is observed on 
the day we call in English ‘Sunday’ but in other places is called “The Lord’s Day”; In Italian, Domenica, and in 
Spanish, Domingo. The reason Christians observe another day of rest from the Jewish people is due to the new 
covenant made in the Blood of Christ and ratified on the day of His Resurrection. Jesus rested in the tomb of death 
on the Sabbath and rose again on the third day, which now bears His name – The Lord’s Day. “The sabbath, which 
represented the completion of the first creation, has been replaced by Sunday which recalls the new creation inaugurated by the 
Resurrection of Christ.” (CCC 2190) Just as the seventh day, the sabbath, marked the end of the first creation, so now 
the eighth day, the eternal new day, marks the day of eternal rest afforded us in Christ.  
 
Pope St. John Paul II wrote eloquently about this in his Apostolic Letter Dies Domini:“Because the Third 
Commandment depends upon the remembrance of God's saving works and because Christians saw the definitive time inaugurated by 
Christ as a new beginning, they made the first day after the Sabbath a festive day, for that was the day on which the Lord rose 
from the dead. . .What God accomplished in Creation and wrought for his People in the Exodus has found its fullest expression in 
Christ's Death and Resurrection . . In him, the ‘spiritual’ meaning of the Sabbath is fully realized, as Saint Gregory the Great declares: 
‘For us, the true Sabbath is the person of our Redeemer, our Lord Jesus Christ’. . . In the light of this mystery, the 
meaning of the Old Testament precept concerning the Lord's Day is recovered, perfected and fully revealed in the glory which shines on the 
face of the Risen Christ (cf. 2 Cor 4:6). We move from the ‘Sabbath’ to the ‘first day after the Sabbath’, from the seventh day to the 
first day: the Dies Domini becomes the Dies Christi! (Dies Domini, 18) 
 
“It was for this reason that, from Apostolic times, ‘the first day after the Sabbath’, the first day of the week, began to shape the rhythm 
of life for Christ's disciples (cf. 1 Cor 16:2). ‘The first day after the Sabbath’ was also the day upon which the faithful of Troas were 
gathered ‘for the breaking of bread’, when Paul bade them farewell and miraculously restored the young Eutychus to life (cf. Acts 20:7-
12). The Book of Revelation gives evidence of the practice of calling the first day of the week ‘the Lord's Day’ (Rev 1:10). This would 
now be a characteristic distinguishing Christians from the world around them.” (Dies Domini, 21) 
 
“Sunday is the day of faith. This is stressed by the fact that the Sunday Eucharistic liturgy, like the liturgy of other solemnities, includes 
the Profession of Faith. Recited or sung, the Creed declares the baptismal and Paschal character of Sunday, making it the day on which, 
in a special way, the baptized renew their adherence to Christ and his Gospel in a rekindled awareness of their baptismal promises. 
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Listening to the word and receiving the Body of the Lord, the baptized contemplate the Risen Jesus present in the ‘holy signs’ and confess 
with the Apostle Thomas: ‘My Lord and my God!’ (Jn 20:28).” (Dies Domini 29) 
 
We must now speak of the practical matters pertaining to this precept. “The precept of participating in the Mass is satisfied 
by assistance at a Mass which is celebrated anywhere in a Catholic rite either on the holy day or on the evening of the preceding day.” 
(CCC 2180)  
 
“. . . unless excused for a serious reason (for example, illness, the care of infants) or dispensed by their own pastor, those who deliberately 
fail in this obligation commit a grave sin.” (CCC 2181) Dispensations: No one is held to the impossible. The Church does 
not oblige you to the impossible or gravely inconvenient.  Mark this, you may oblige yourself to the heroic exercise 
of the faith and this is commendable and lauded by the example of the saints. However, Mother Church recognizes 
that impossibility and even grave inconvenience would exempt you from the normal obligation imposed upon the 
faithful. If you are in a hospital bed, you are not obliged to attend Mass. If you are in the middle of a desert with no 
church for hundreds of miles, you are not obliged to attend Mass. If you are on an airplane from Los Angeles, CA, 
to Sydney, Australia, and by crossing the International Dateline you lose the whole day of Sunday, this would render 
the attendance at Mass impossible, and therefore the obligation is dispensed. Some would argue piously but wrongly 
that this would require you to change your flight to avoid this scenario. However, the Church does not require this. 
She can give a traveler’s dispensation for a just and reasonable cause. The church does not ordinarily require of her 
members the heroic exercise of virtues even if she might counsel and encourage doing so.  In other words, there 
would be merit in changing your flight but there would be no sin if you were not to do so and even no expectation 
that you would.  
 
What should you do if you can’t make Mass? “If because of lack of a sacred minister or for other grave cause participation in the 
celebration of the Eucharist is impossible, it is specially recommended that the faithful take part in the Liturgy of the Word . . . or 
engage in prayer for an appropriate amount of time personally or in a family or, as occasion offers, in groups of families.” (CCC 2183) 
 
Beyond attending Mass, the faithful are also to rest from servile labor. We recall, however, the Lord’s words that 
“The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath.” (Mark 2:27) The sabbath rest is meant to serve humanity, not 
hinder us, and so we must avoid both a pharisaical strictness as well as sinful indulgences that too loosely interpret 
this. “On Sundays and other holy days of obligation, the faithful are to refrain from engaging in work or activities that hinder the 
worship owed to God, the joy proper to the Lord's Day, the performance of the works of mercy, and the appropriate relaxation of mind 
and body. Family needs or important social service can legitimately excuse from the obligation of Sunday rest. The faithful should see to it 
that legitimate excuses do not lead to habits prejudicial to religion, family life, and health.” (CCC 2185) We must avoid the 
scrupulosities that characterized the Pharisees who fulfilled the letter of the law but not its spirit. Mowing your grass 
on Sunday is not a strictly prohibited activity. It does admit to some subjectivity. Some find mowing grass to be 
relaxing and very conducive to the “cultivation of the mind and meditation which furthers the growth of the Christian Interior 
Life!” (CCC 2186) But mowing lawns for monetary gain would seem to violate the spirit of this command of rest 
from servile labor.  

St. John Paul II gives us good reason to heed this first and essential precept of the Church in number 46 of his 
apostolic letter where he says, “Since the Eucharist is the very heart of Sunday, it is clear why, from the earliest centuries, the 
Pastors of the Church have not ceased to remind the faithful of the need to take part in the liturgical assembly. ‘Leave everything on the 
Lord's Day’, urges the third century text known as the Didascalia, ‘and run diligently to your assembly, because it is your praise of 
God. Otherwise, what excuse will they make to God, those who do not come together on the Lord's Day to hear the word of life and feed 
on the divine nourishment which lasts forever?’. The faithful have generally accepted this call of the Pastors with conviction of soul and, 
although there have been times and situations when this duty has not been perfectly met, one should never forget the genuine heroism 
of priests and faithful who have fulfilled this obligation even when faced with danger and the denial of religious freedom, 
as can be documented from the first centuries of Christianity up to our own time. 
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“In his first Apology addressed to the Emperor Antoninus and the Senate, Saint Justin proudly described the Christian practice of the 
Sunday assembly. . . When, during the persecution of Diocletian, their assemblies were banned with the greatest severity, many were 
courageous enough to defy the imperial decree and accepted death rather than miss the Sunday Eucharist. This was the case of the 
martyrs of Abitina, in Proconsular Africa, who replied to their accusers: ‘Without fear of any kind we have celebrated the Lord's 
Supper, because it cannot be missed; that is our law’; ‘We cannot live without the Lord's Supper’. As she confessed her faith, one of the 
martyrs said: ‘Yes, I went to the assembly and I celebrated the Lord's Supper with my brothers and sisters, because I am a Christian’. 
(Dies Domini, 46.) 


