
We’re going to spend 4 weekend masses looking at 
how the Mass developed over time, how the prayers 
got to where they are, to get a better idea on why 
we Catholics worship the way we do. 

These are the references that were used to prepare 
this series:

Doors to the Sacred by Joseph Martos. Liguori: 
Liguori Publications, 1981.
The Early Liturgy by Josef  A. Jungmann, S.J. .Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1959.
The Mass by Josef A. Jungmann, S.J. Collegeville: 
The Liturgical Press, 1976. 
The Mass of the Roman Rite by Rev. Joseph A. 
Jungmann, S.J. New York: Benziger Brothers, 1951.

Now, when was the first mass?

�
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The Last Supper. 

And what was special about that first meal? 

It was the Passover. 

Do you know what Passover celebrates?



3

God liberated the Jewish people from slavery in 
Egypt and gave them their own country.
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Passover is a memorial meal that Jewish people 
celebrate so they remember that God continues to 
do good things for them, like he did in the past.

It’s also a sacrificial meal, because a lamb is 
slaughtered for the dinner.

Now at The Last Supper, Jesus takes the Passover 
meal themes of sacrifice, liberation and covenant, 
and gives them new meanings, by changing the 
blessing of the bread and wine for the meal, and by 
adding a command.
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At the beginning of the meal, Jesus blessed the 
bread with the usual meal prayer. “Blessed are you, 
God, King of the Universe. You bring forth bread 
from the earth.” Then he hands the bread  to his 
disciples with those heavy words “Take this, all of 
you, and eat it. This is my body which will be given 
up for you.” … A Lamb dinner followed. At the end 
of the Passover meal, there’s what’s called the cup 
of blessing, which everyone drinks from in common. 
Here Jesus changed the blessing, and he blessed 
the cup with his own words, something close to, 
“This is the cup of my blood. The blood of the new 
and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you and 
for all so that sins may be forgiven.” And then he 
concluded the meal with his command to his 
disciples, “Do this in memory of me.”
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Jesus is very clear here. Finding Jesus in the 
scriptures, in the Word of God, is wonderful. Jesus 
is present there. But in the words of the Gospels 
themselves, Jesus tells his disciples: this is how I 
want to be remembered, in the breaking of the 
bread, and in the blessing of the cup. And Jesus 
doesn’t say “This is a symbol of my body” or “This is 
a sign of my blood.” He says this is my body, this is
my blood. He means what he says. This is how 
Jesus wants to be present to his people. 

Jesus is brilliant in making a meal the way of 
remembering him. Meals are times of reconciliation, 
they bond people together, they create unity and 
they bring new people together. … And bread and 
wine are ordinary food and drink, on everyone’s 
table back then, so remembering Jesus is easy.
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Jesus turns the Passover of the Old Covenant with 
Moses and the Hebrew people, into God’s New 
Covenant with everyone. 

This meal goes beyond remembering escaping 
Egypt; now we’ll remember Jesus’ suffering, death, 
resurrection and ascension into heaven -- and the 
shorthand word for that is what?

“Paschal Mystery” is the shorthand term for Christ’s 
suffering, death, resurrection and ascension.  

Instead of a lamb being sacrificed, Jesus himself is 
the sacrifice. … God starts with people wherever 
they’re at. In Jewish culture and in any pagan 
culture back then, the understanding was that the 
taking of life in a sacrifice gives life to those present. 
So the shedding of Jesus’s blood means he dies to 
give us life.
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The Passover recalled the liberation of the Jewish 
people from slavery in Egypt. In The Last Supper, 
Jesus ups it to another level: he gives us liberation 
from the slavery of sin. 

And what does St. Paul say is the ultimate sign of 
sin? Death! Jesus puts an end to death by his death 
and resurrection and he gives us eternal life.
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The earliest Masses celebrated by Jesus’s disciples 
were called “the breaking of the bread.” They went 
like this:  the breaking of the bread with a 
thanksgiving prayer, then a meal, and then the 
blessing of the cup with a thanksgiving prayer.

Now, the shocker: the words of consecration were 
not used. The Leader did not say, “This is my body,” 
“This is my blood.” You know that expression, 
“Actions speak louder than words?” Well for the first 
Christians, Jesus’s words weren’t so important -- his 
actions were. It was the actions of breaking the 
bread, and blessing the cup, and giving thanks to 
the Father for Jesus, that made Jesus present at 
the gathering of his followers.
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It would actually be another 150 years before most 
churches made the words of consecration a part of 
the Mass. In fact, there is still one Eastern Catholic 
rite that does not use the words of consecration in 
its liturgy: the Catholic Chaldean Rite, the Catholic 
Church in Iraq. Here we have a picture of a Catholic 
Chaldean Bishop celebrating Mass for some of our 
American troops in Iraq (if you look close you’ll 
notice the vestments are different than ours). 
Chaldeans are in union with us, and Pope Benedict 
will tell you that their Masses are valid, and Jesus is 
really present in the bread and wine, even though 
they never use the words of consecration. Their 
entire liturgy is in remembrance of Jesus, and gives 
him thanks, and that’s what makes him present. 
Stay tuned, I’m coming back to that.
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People living in the first century did not sit in chairs 
for meals. They lied down on the floor on cushions. 
So communion at this time is received while 
reclining at table. 
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The first change that happened to the Mass 
happened early, before the death of the apostles. 
The breaking of the bread and the blessing of the 
cup were brought together, instead of being 
separated by the meal. The meal was held either 
before or after them. And the blessing of the bread 
and wine have stayed together ever since.
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Around the year 50 the Mass begins to be called the 
Eucharist, the Greek word that means thanksgiving. I’d 
like to get back to something I mentioned a couple 
slides ago. The people believe that Jesus is present as 
soon as the prayer of thanksgiving for Jesus begins.

And this is still our church’s teaching, although I’ll bet 
that most of you were brought up, like me, to believe 
that the words of consecration are what make Jesus 
present in the bread and wine. But in the seminary, 
they taught us: Not so. After the “Holy, Holy, Holy,” as 
soon as the Eucharistic Prayer begins, the Prayer of 
Thanksgiving, the Real Presence of Christ is on the 
altar, in our midst. It’s the Prayer of Thanks that makes 
Christ present, not just one part of it. It shows us the 
power of prayer.

Let me just add a couple remarks about thanksgiving 
and Real Presence here.
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The first Christians did not have a passive attitude 
towards thanksgiving. There was a real enthusiasm 
for God’s blessings. These Christians understood 
they owed God a life-long gratitude. There was a 
sense of constant thankfulness towards God, a 
sentiment of undying gratitude.
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Until the early 300’s, there was a strong conviction 
that Christ was present whenever his people 
gathered and gave him thanks and broke bread and 
shared the cup. 

Every Eucharist for the first Christians was an 
experience of the real presence of Christ. They truly 
felt united to the resurrected Lord in his glory. They 
felt very deeply that they continued their friendship, 
their fellowship, with the Lord. They had a personal 
relationship with Jesus.

They felt solidarity, united in their worship of God 
and in their acceptance of Jesus as their Lord.

And Christians understood they united themselves 
with Christ’s sacrifice, and were willing to drink the 
cup of suffering, participating in his sacrifice.
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The first Christians were Jewish Christians. When 
do Jewish people go to church?

They went to their synagogues for Morning Prayer 
services on Saturdays. Then on the next day, 
Sunday, they celebrated the Breaking of the Bread 
in memory of Jesus.
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I think you’ll find it very interesting to see what a 
Sabbath Morning Prayer looked like back then.

There was an opening hymn, a  psalm. The Rabbi 
greeted the people. 

Then he said, “The Lord be with you.” And the 
people responded “And with your spirit.” 

Then he gave an Opening Prayer that ended with 
“forever and ever.” And the people replied, “Amen.” 

There was a first reading from scripture. Then there 
was a psalm. 
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Then a second reading from scripture. 

Then the Rabbi gave a homily. 

There were prayers of petitions. 

Then the rabbi and people alternated with “Lift up 
your hearts.” “We lift them up to the Lord.” “Let us 
give thanks to the Lord our God.” “It is right to give 
him thanks and praise.” 

And then the Rabbi offers prayers of thanks. The 
people sang “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God of 
hosts.” And the service closed with the Rabbi’s 
blessing. Does that sound kind of familiar?

The first half of our Mass, the Liturgy of the Word, 
and some parts of the Liturgy of the Eucharist, are a 
vivid reminder of our Jewish roots. They come 
directly from Jewish synagogue services.
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In the year 91, Jewish Christians and Gentile 
Christians were given an ultimatum. They were told 
from the top that you couldn’t consider yourselves 
Jewish or enter the synagogues if you believed that 
Jesus was the Messiah. You had to choose 
between worshipping Jesus or worshipping in the 
synagogue. This pretty much marks the end of the 
Jewish presence in our Church. 

Now after all the Christians were kicked out of the 
synagogues, and couldn’t go to the Sabbath 
Morning Prayer services anymore, can you guess 
what happened?
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The synagogue service that Christians attended on 
Saturday mornings was merged with their Sunday 
Eucharist. And those two parts would stay together 
forever after that. 
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There are no churches yet. Christianity is illegal. 
Mass is celebrated in private homes. But by the 
year 90, so many people are becoming Christians 
that the gatherings are becoming too large to have 
a big meal together. So the fellowship supper 
begins to get cut out, and the ritual meal, the 
eucharist, takes place instead. 

All those tables for the big meal disappear from the 
room, except for the one at which the presider holds 
the ritual meal. He faces the people, and the 
eucharist, the thanksgiving, is spoken over the 
bread and wine.

The Eucharists with meals had been held at supper 
time, in the evenings, but once the meals fell out, 
there was nothing to stop changing the time for the 
celebration.
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Since Sunday was a workday in the pagan Roman 
Empire, it was more practical to move the eucharist 
to the morning hours, before work. And it was also 
appropriate since the Resurrection was being 
celebrated, and it occurred in the morning before 
sunrise.

By the year 100, the ritual meal of the eucharist in 
the morning, and where there still were agape
fellowship meals, these were celebrated in the 
evening at different homes (and these would go out 
of existence around the year 200). 
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The communion position also changes because of 
this. At the morning Eucharists, where there was 
now just one table and no meal, only the ritual meal, 
communion was now received standing up 
insteading of lying down or reclining.
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Over the next 50 years, the Prayers of the Faithful, 
and The Great Amen appear. This “Amen” is a big 
deal to the people. The Presider has just led the 
prayer of thanksgiving on the assembly’s behalf, 
and this Amen is the people’s uniting behind that 
prayer. It’s their personal “thank you” to God the 
Father. 

Also during this timeframe, Communion begins to 
be distributed to those who are absent from the 
gathering. 

And last, but not least, everybody’s favorite part of 
the Mass appears. Can you guess what that is?
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The collection! From its beginning, the church had 
occasional special collections for the poor, but now 
they would be regular events. And these were 
collections for the poor. Remember there still aren’t 
any churches, because Christianity is illegal. People 
are meeting in private homesm so there aren’t any 
church bills to pay yet. Nowadays we have weekly 
collections for our operating expenses, but we still 
maintain this tradition of a collection for the poor in 
our monthly second collections.

Isn’t that a beautiful basket? 50’s, 20’s 10’s -- not a 
single dollar bill. And the 2 coins are gold. Yes!
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Now a pivotal event happens. Around the year 150, 
the Romans charge that Christians are atheists, 
because they don’t offer sacrifices to any gods. And 
they continue their persecution of the church on this 
new ground.

In response to that, Christians start placing less 
emphasis on the Mass as a prayer of thanksgiving 
to God for Jesus, and they begin to focus on it as a 
sacrificial meal. Christians argue that Jesus is the 
victim being offered, under the guise of bread and 
wine, that Mass is a continuation and participation in 
the sacrifice of Christ. And this would become the 
predominant view for the next seventeen hundred 
and fifty years.
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In response to this emphasis on the sacrificial 
nature of the Mass, by the year 150, the epiclesis
and anamnesis appear in the Eucharistic Prayers. 
The epiclesis is when the priest extends his hands 
over the bread and wine [gesture] and calls down the 
Holy Spirit on them, highlighting their sacrificial 
nature. 

The anamnesis is the actual saying out loud what 
Christians had believed every time they assembled, 
but just never specifically said, namely, 
remembering the suffering, death, resurrection and 
ascension into heaven of Jesus Christ. Do you 
remember: what’s a shorter way of saying all that?

Paschal mystery! Both the epiclesis and anamnesis
underscore the sacrifice of Christ.
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Also in response to the charge of atheism, the Mass 
begins to be called by several different names. It 
goes from eucharist (thanksgiving) to either 
Offering, or Sacrifice of God, or New Sacrifice.

The Sign of Peace moves from the beginning of 
Mass to right before the offering of the gifts. 

The Mass becomes a longer ritual. There’s a formal 
procession of bread and wine and other offerings by 
the congregation, to emphasize the sacrificial nature 
of the Mass. 

And a formal dismissal of the assembly begins.
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By the end of the second century, most of the 
thanksgiving prayers, the Eucharistic prayers, 
include the words of institution.
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In the third century, the Eucharistic prayer is still 
prayed spontaneously for the most part, although 
more of them start to be written down. 

By the end of the century, daily Mass starts in small 
groups in people’s homes (because there still aren’t 
any churches).


