
The Sacrifice of the Mass
and Our Call to Mission

Part 4
The Fraction Rite

This fourth of six reflections on the relationship between the Sacrifice of the Mass
and our call to mission explores the full significance of the fraction rite at Mass.

The Fraction Rite
While many people know when the preparation of the gifts takes place during
the Mass, and when the Eucharist prayer occurs, many would not be able to
identify the fraction rite. Admittedly, it is a somewhat modest ritual that can
easily be overlooked, because it is a ritual action that many communities play
down or hurry through. As a consequence, the richness of this ancient ritual
and especially its sacrificial and missionary overtones are often closed to our
worshipping communities.

The term “fraction” means “breaking” and another name for the fraction rite
is the “breaking of the bread.” This ritual takes place during the eucharistic
liturgy right before communion while the “Lamb of God” is being sung. It is
founded on the actions of Jesus at the Last Supper as recorded in the Gos-
pels. Thus, in the Gospel of Matthew, we read “While they were eating, Jesus
took bread, said the blessing, broke it, and giving it to his disciples said, “Take
and eat; this is my body.” (Matthew 26:26)  The ancient Jewish custom of
“breaking” the bread, practiced by Jesus, provides the precedent for this part
of the Mass. This action was so imbedded in our tradition that it was one of

the original names for the celebration of the Eucharist. Thus, in Acts 2:42 we
read the following description of an early Christian community: “They
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the
breaking of the bread and to the prayers.”

Besides the breaking of the bread, the “fraction rite” formerly included the
pouring of the wine: certainly a more complete symbolization of the fraction
rite.  This practice ended in 2004, when a Vatican document (Redemptionis
Sacramentum) instructed that “the pouring of the Blood of Christ after the
consecration from one vessel to another is completely to be avoided” (n. 106).
Thus a portion of the fraction rite has been relocated to the preparation of
the gifts, where the unconsecrated wine is to be poured into the cups needed
for the communion of the faithful.  This “split” fraction rite, which admit-
tedly raises many questions, nonetheless implicitly underscores the symbol-
ism of unity, and mission so richly celebrated throughout the tradition in
these rites.

Being Broken and Poured out
According to the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, this ritual action
“signifies that the many faithful are made one body (1 Cor 10:17) by receiv-
ing Communion from the one Bread of Life which is Christ, who died and



rose for the salvation of the world.” [n. 83]  That document further notes that
“the eucharistic bread, even though unleavened and baked in the traditional
shape, be made in such a way that the priest at Mass with a congregation is
able in practice to break it into parts for distribution to at least some of the
faithful .... The action of the fraction or breaking of bread, which gave its
name to the Eucharist in apostolic times, will bring out more clearly the force
and importance of the sign of unity of all in the one bread, and of the sign of
charity by the fact that the one bread is distributed among the brothers and
sisters.” [n. 321]

Notice how the document links becoming “one body” with sharing and
charity. Implicit here is the awareness that communion is not an individualis-
tic but a communal event. By extension, the ritual reveals that communion is
not simply for maintaining the status quo, but for extending the mission of
Christ. That broken piece of bread, with its jagged edges, starkly reminds us
that we belong to something beyond ourselves, that we are part of something
much larger. Like a piece of bread broken off the loaf, we are a vine on the
branch of Christ, and a member of Christ’s cosmic body.

Furthermore, bread broken and wine poured out not only signifies that we
belong to the wider Body of Christ, but it also signifies how we are to act as
the Body of Christ in the world. The fraction ritual is about breaking and
being poured out. We were signed with the cross at our baptism, a foreshad-
owing that we are to be individuals and a community broken and poured out
for others. The Christian life, as mirrored in the fraction rite, is not one of
self-protection but one rather of self-emptying.

A real fraction rite also recognizes that there are fissures in the body of
Christ, and that we too are sometimes a broken people. But our brokenness
does not disable us from ministering to others. Rather our brokenness
provides an empathetic link with a world broken by violence, greed, hatred
and war. Through the fraction rite we ally ourselves to that fractured world,
and we manifest our many-though-oneness as music of mercy in the “Lamb
of God” fills the air.  In this gesture and ritual song we not only ask that we
receive mercy, but join ourselves with Christ, and commit ourselves to be
mediators of his mercy and healing to a broken world.
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Conclusion
Often reduced to a utilitarian act, in which a sole host for the priest-presider
is halved for easier consumption, and a morsel of bread is deposited into a
single chalice, ministers and communities have sometimes become desensi-
tized to this act so vitally important for the first followers of Jesus that it
became the name given to the whole eucharistic action. Let the bread be
broken. Let us see the lavish banquet of God’s brokenness for us, and therein
discover the promise that through our own brokenness we can serve a world
desperate for healing. Such is not the stuff of communion rituals, but the
celebration of the Mass.


