
The Sacrifice of the Mass
and Our Call to Mission

Part 1
Shaping the Catholic Imagination

Imagination and Theology
It may seem odd to mention the Sacrifice of the Mass and imagination in the
same sentence. The Mass is that great faith act that Vatican II called the
fount and summit of the church’s life. “Imagination,” however, can suggest
the fanciful or frivolous. For some, imagination is a childish exercise and is
thus an inappropriate framework for thinking about something so holy as the
Mass.

Some might be surprised, however, to discover that imagining is important
for more than toddlers conjuring an imaginary playmate. Scientists, for
example, use the imagination for guiding their research and developing
theories out of their research. For instance, a best-selling book, The Whole
Shebang, by Timothy Ferris, illustrates how scientists are imagining space
today. They envision—though they cannot definitively prove—an ever
expanding universe and the existence of other universes each with its own set
of laws.

Imagination is also important for thinking about worship. Some theologians
have argued, for example, that Catholics have a particular kind of religious
imagination. Further, some believe you can scientifically demonstrate that

Catholics think sacramentally. They contend we imagine God as more similar
to than different from creation. Consequently we feel comfortable using
things fashioned from creation—oil, wax, wine, bread—in our worship.

Worship Shapes Our Religious Imagination
It is not only that imagination shapes worship; worship also shapes imagina-
tion. What we do shapes the way we think and perceive. That’s why there has
been such concern about things like the sort of language we use in worship.
Language is a powerful tool for shaping how we think about God and each
other. The words we use, like so many of the symbols we use in worship,
mold our religious imaginations.

Our liturgies also shape our religious imaginations. The way a parish cel-
ebrates baptism undoubtedly influences whether that community gives a
public or private emphasis to the baptismal vocation. The same could be said
about how parishes celebrate marriages. Sometimes the marriage ritual is an
elaborate setting announcing a personal relationship between two people;
other times, it announces marriage as a vocation that must be generative,
bringing its loving gifts to the church and world.
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Shaping and Misshaping Religious Imagination
If liturgy in general shapes our religious thinking and resulting spirituality,
the Mass in particular has a profound effect on our outlook. The Second
Vatican Council called the Mass a primary way that Catholics “express in
their lives and manifest to others the mystery of Christ and the real nature of
the true Church” (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, n. 2). In his recent
Eucharistic encyclical, Pope John Paul II similarly notes how Eucharist is at
the center of the Churches life; from it the Church draws life and nourish-
ment (On the Eucharist, n. 6).

To grasp how Eucharist is a source of belief and spirituality, consider Eucha-
rist as a kind of “rehearsal” of Christian life. Rehearsal in this sense, is not
merely repetition in order to get something right, as in actors or musicians
rehearsing for a performance, nor the dramatic enactment of some long
finished historical event. Rather, this kind of rehearsal is a continuing,
enriching encounter with a mystery that so great that it cannot be absorbed
at any one time or in any one lifetime. Thus we continually return to the
Eucharist, the wellspring of individual and collective faith.

Paradoxically, if worship has the power to shape faith and religious imagina-
tions, it can also deform them. The U.S. Bishops thus noted in their state-
ment, Music in Catholic Worship, “Good celebrations foster and nourish faith.
Poor celebrations may weaken and destroy it” [ n. 6]. The Pope’s recent
encyclical similarly underscores those “shadows” which lead “to confusion
with regard to sound faith and Catholic doctrine concerning this wonderful
sacrament.” [n. 10] Consequently, we must be attentive to what kind of
worship we enact so that praise and belief might be truly Catholic.

Sacrifice of the Mass and Mission
One key image that helps lead us to the center of Eucharist is sacrifice. The
language of sacrifice points us to Christ’s death and resurrection, the ground
of our belief. Christ’s sacrifice on Calvary is the only true and complete
sacrifice for Christians. Christ’s sacrifice is a completely unexpected and
undeserved gift. It is also a gift that obligates.  This precious gift of the death
of the Lord, once received, demands that we join ourselves to Christ’s
outpouring of love, and live in the spirit of his eternal sacrifice.  While God’s
gift in Christ’s sacrifice is so overwhelming that we can never respond
adequately, we must yet respond. This gift-sacrifice commissions us to engage
in the hard work of redemption.

One of the key gifts or “fruits” of the Mass—rehearsed continuously
throughout the liturgy—is the renewal of our call to mission. This call to
mission occurs, in large measure, through the powerful images of sacrifice
which uniquely permeate this worship event. Unfortunately, through careless
ritualization in many places, we minimize key elements of the Mass which
should lead us to a life of self-sacrificing mission in the world. The centrifu-
gal is overpowered by the centripetal, the move to others stymied by a concern
for self-preservation. Sadly, for many Roman Catholics today, a spirituality
grounded in Christ’s sacrifice calling us to pour ourselves out in mission has
been replaced by a spirituality focused on receiving communion, where we
seem more concerned with our own self-nourishment and contentment.

There is widespread obscuring of this truly Catholic imagination today
because many assemblies celebrate the Mass as though it were a communion
service, erasing key sacrificial symbols that should propel us to a eucharistic
vocation in service to the world. This erasure is reflected in the imagination
of many Catholics who cannot distinguish Communion Services from the
Mass. Some Catholics today can actually say, referring to Communion
services, “I like Sister’s Mass more than Father’s.” Such comments indicate
that there is something wrong with our Eucharistic imaginations. They
suggest that as long as we receive communion, they have worshipped prop-
erly. Receiving communion at a Communion service, however, is not the
same as the participating in the Sacrifice of the Mass.

In five subsequent parts we will explore distinctive elements of the Mass
which distinguish the Mass from Word and Communion services and
contribute to understanding the Mass as a unique rehearsal of our mission
born of Christ’s Sacrifice. We do this to contribute to the building up of a
truly Catholic imagination and an authentic sacrificial-mission spirituality
rooted in the one and eternal Sacrifice of Christ.


