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Meaning of the Mass – Part 1 

 

As part of our two-year Eucharistic Renewal process, last week we began a seven week series of reflections on the 

meaning of the Mass.  Each Sunday we will take a different part of the Mass and examine it closely so that we can 

correctly understand what the Church intends by the various prayers, gestures, symbols, and actions.  By having a correct 

understanding of the Mass, we can enter more deeply and intentionally into the experience of God that we celebrate.  It’s 

easy to presume that we know what it means to be Catholic, to be Christian, and that presumption can actually 

lead us down the wrong path into a misunderstanding of the Mass – which can cause us to be frustrated, 

disengaged, bored, and missing out on the life-transforming experience God wants to offer us.   

 

First things first: The Mass is a Mystery - a reality in which the presence of Jesus Christ and the Glory of God is hidden, 

but in which we experience Christ in a variety of ways.  We also refer to the Mass as a Liturgy, which comes from two 

Greek words meaning “the work that is done for the people.”  A liturgy is something that Christ does for us - the ultimate 

Liturgy of Jesus is his Death and Resurrection on the Cross.  In the Mass we celebrate this great work of Jesus done for 

our salvation and we actually participate in it through the Eucharistic Sacrifice.  The liturgy of Jesus on Calvary is 

rendered present to us through the Liturgy of the Mass.  We don’t make the liturgy, then; instead, the liturgy makes 

us.  It’s important to remember that the Mass is actually a spiritual conversation between God the Father and Jesus the 

Son.  The Church participates in this conversation as the Body of Christ and so the Father speaks to us in His Son and 

speaks to the world through us.  We bring the world to the Father through the Son.  In this conversation, which takes 

place in the Holy Spirit, we and God listen and speak.  We must know what’s happening in every part of this conversation 

so we can participate fully and intentionally. 

Misunderstanding: It’s just important that I’m there; I don’t need to know what’s going on. 

Actuality: If we don’t know what the Mass is about in each moment then we really can’t 

participate as we should.   

 

In this first part we’ll look at the Introductory Rites of the Mass.  The first thing we do is to Gather, which is more than just 

showing up in a building at a specific time - it’s a demonstration of how all creation is being drawn into Jesus Christ.  We 

gather as representatives of the Body of Christ that spans time and space, heaven and earth, saints and sinners.  We 

welcome others because Christ has called them just as he has called us.  We also sing.  The songs in Mass are a prayer 

addressed to God, to help us focus our conversation to the Father.  The one heart and one voice of the Body of Christ is 

demonstrated as a symphony of many voices proclaiming in communion the same praise of God and the same prayer to 

the Father.  The importance of our song is not in the music; the music is there only to support and guide our prayer – 

never to replace or overpower it. 

 Misunderstanding: I sing to feel good, but don’t have to; the songs are there to entertain me. 

Actuality:    The music is less important than the words, which we pray by singing – without 

singing, we aren’t fully participating in the Mass. 

 

As we sing, we Process into the Church - a spiritual statement that we are all on a journey to God and that Jesus is 

leading us to the Father.  The priest represents Jesus who leads the flock to the Father - he processes into the Church 

and down the aisle because Christ himself is our head and is coming to stand in the midst of the people to lead them.  
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The procession carries the Book of the Gospels, to remind us that Christ is coming with his Transforming Word to speak 

to us.  The Book of the Gospels is placed on the altar because the experience of Jesus in the Bible leads us to the 

experience of Jesus on the altar - an inseparable connection between Word and Sacrament.  

 

Next we begin our prayer with the Sign of the cross, composed of Actions and Words.  The Action of making the sign of 

the cross over our bodies reminds us that the crucified body of our Lord Jesus Christ desires to make his force felt in us.  

If we are to share in his Cross and follow him as his disciples, this sign of the Cross must become visibly imprinted in our 

lives.  We also repeat the Words of our Baptism:  In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit - words 

given to us by Jesus when he told his disciples to go out and baptize disciples. The sign of the cross reminds us that 

Baptism is the door that gives us access to the living presence of Jesus in Word and Sacrament, and also that it is the 

means that allows us to experience Christ in any moment - that is why we begin and end each prayer and sacred moment 

with the sign of the cross and the words of our Baptism.  After the sign of the cross, the priest greets us with the words of 

the Apostle Paul: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be 

with all of you.”  This greeting reminds us that as a Church of apostolic faith what we believe as well as what we now do is 

connected to the teaching of the Apostles themselves.  To this, the congregation responds by saying “And with your 

Spirit,” which refers to the Spirit of Christ a priest received in his ordination when he was given a share in the one 

priesthood of Jesus Christ.   As the priest at Mass represents Christ as the head of the Body, “And with your spirit” really 

means “Be the priest for us now!”  Be Jesus Christ the High Priest.  Our conversation between the Church and God the 

Father can only happen through Jesus, as represented by the priest.  As we begin this conversation with the Father, we 

first call to mind our sins in the Penitential Rite to remind ourselves that it is only out of God’s mercy that we are allowed to 

stand in God’s presence, hear and understand his Word, and enter into communion with the sacrifice of Christ.    

Misunderstanding: We are here because we are doing God a favor. 

Actuality: We need God’s generous mercy so that we can be allowed to stand in God’s 

presence and speak to the Father in the Son.   

 

Finally, our last act of the introductory rites of the Mass is to praise God with the Gloria – the song of the angels.  We give 

Glory to God – the Father, Son and Holy Spirit – by joining our voices with the angelic voices of heaven as they eternally 

sing the praises of God.  Through the grace of God given to us in our baptism, and the Spirit of the Priest making present 

the high priesthood of Jesus Christ, we now can enter into the heavenly realm with the angels and saints – our brothers 

and sisters in the Body of Christ.    


