
We’re continuing our look at the development of the 
Mass. Today we’ll cover the 4th thru 7th centuries. 
Most of the action takes place in the 4th century.
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So let’s pick up there in the year 313. This is 
another pivotal moment in the history of the Mass. 
That’s when the Roman Emperor, Constantine the 
Great, legalizes Christianity in the Roman Empire. 

This will have huge consequences for the Church 
and the Mass: because now the Eucharist becomes 
a state function. Christian worship will change from 
a brief and simple ritual meal, into an elaborate 
ceremonial liturgy. Good things and bad things 
result.



�

The first thing Constantine does is give Bishops 
another job: he makes them judges for the Roman 
courts. Bishops start wearing the special clothing 
that judges wore back then: miters . . .



and chasubles. So now for the first time, bishops 
begin to dress differently than the rest of the people. 

Judges back then were also entitled to special 
honors: bows from people, to sit on a throne, and 
wherever they walked they were preceded by 
incense and candles. Once bishops became judges, 
all those things were brought into the Mass.
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Now that Christian worship is a state function, the 
Roman Empire begins to build churches at its 
expense. 

The Roman Empire had “town halls” for large public 
gatherings that were called “basilicas.” Now the 
Roman Empire would begin to build basilicas that 
were used just for Christian worship services. These 
were necessary because once Christianity became 
legal, more people are becoming Christians, and 
the assemblies are getting larger. 



Here’s a picture of the oldest basilica built by 
Constantine: St. John Lateran, the cathedral church 
for the Bishop of Rome. It was used by the Pope for 
almost 1200 years before the building of St. Peter’s 
Basilica. 
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This picture of the inside gives you an idea of the 
size of a typical basilica back then.
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It wasn’t intended, but basilicas will have a negative 
consequence on our worship. Because once  
worship takes place in a large basilica, people tend 
to watch the liturgy, instead of participate in it. 
People will gradually become spectators instead of 
participants. 



Since Christian worship is now a state function, the 
churches have to be worthy of the emperor. The 
interiors of churches will show signs of increasing 
wealth: mosaics and paintings are added, 

	



marble altars are installed instead of tables, 

�




jeweled crosses replace wooden ones,

��



and gold chalices and plates replace pottery.

��
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Also about this time, Greek begins to decline as the 
universal language. The liturgies begin to be 
celebrated in the local languages of the people, 
which was Latin in the Western part of the Roman 
Empire. 



5 years after Constantine legalizes Christianity, the Church 
has to deal with its first full-blown heresy. (false teachings). 
It will result in another pivotal moment for the development 
of the Mass.

In the year 318, an Egyptian priest named Arius spreads 
the idea that Jesus is not God, he is only the best human 
being in heaven. Jesus is not the Son of God, the Holy 
Spirit is not one with God. There is no Holy Trinity. There is 
only God the Father. These teachings are named after him 
and become known as Arianism.

The Bishops condemned this teaching at the Council of 
Nicea. And in response to it, to affirm the divinity of Christ, 
they write The Nicene Creed that we usually use at Mass 
on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation. 

Arianism has never gone away. It has only been 
repackaged and given a new name. Anybody wanna guess 
what it is?
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Jehovah’s Witnesses. It was founded by a 
Pennsylvania businessman in 1879. He thought he 
had this brilliant idea that Jesus isn’t God, he’s just 
a man, the best man in heaven. He’s not the Son of 
God, the Holy Spirit isn’t one with God, there is no 
Holy Trinity, there is only God the Father, Yahweh, 
Jehovah. 

It’s the same, tired old Arian heresy. Nothing new 
here.
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The Arian heresy had a huge influence on the 
Church.

To counter the Arian charge that Jesus was only a 
human being, the prayers of the Mass now begin to 
emphasize Christ’s divinity, that he is the Son of 
God. Some prayers begin to be directed to Christ 
instead of the Father. 

In church art, what’s called the Pantocrator image 
appears. Pantocrator means “ruler of the universe.” 
These are huge mosaics or murals of the divine
Christ looking down on the people.



One big negative consequence follows from all this 
emphasis on Christ’s divinity. Can you guess what it 
is?
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People begin to stop going to communion.

��



They stop going to communion because they feel 
they are unworthy to come into contact with God.
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So the number of people going to communion 
begins to fall off in the 4th century and it only gets 
worse with time.

Once you start emphasizing that the liturgy is a 
sacrifice (which started in the year 150, 
remember?), well a sacrifice can be offered to God 
without everyone partaking of the sacred food. The 
Bishop offers the sacrifice on behalf of the people, 
and it’s always an offering of the assembly whether 
or not they ate the bread and drank the wine.
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Sundays had always been an ordinary working day 
in the Roman Empire. That changed 8 years after 
Constantine legalized Christianity, 3 years after the 
Arian heresy. In the year 321, Constantine made 
Sunday a day of rest. That meant worship services 
could now be as long as Christians wanted. So 
more additions come into the Mass. We begin to 
see some popular devotional practices introduced 
into the Mass.



For example, the Gloria, the “Glory to God in the 
highest,” makes its appearance in the liturgy. It’s an 
old hymn that was popular throughout the Empire.
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Instead of just having an opening prayer, 2 more 
prayers are added to the Mass: a prayer over the 
gifts before the eucharistic prayer, and a 
thanksgiving prayer after communion.

Also, the prayers now end in a trinitarian formula, 
another attack on  the Arian heresy: prayers are 
directed to the Father, and made through the Son, 
in the Holy Spirit, to emphasize that God is a Holy 
Trinity, and that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are 
God. “Father, we make this prayer to you, through 
our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and 
reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for 
ever and ever.”
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By end of the 4th century, it became customary to 
recite the Lord’s Prayer, the Our Father, as a 
preparation prayer for communion.
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A closing benediction, a final blessing, is added to 
the end of the liturgy.

And since liturgies are now state functions, the 
liturgies become more formal, the ceremonies get  
scripted. The Mass will become less and less a 
spontaneous expression of thanks. Eucharistic 
Prayer I is finalized by the end of the 4th century and 
includes prayers for the living and the dead.
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There is music in the 4th century church but the 
singing is all a cappella, meaning, no musical 
instruments. Musical instruments reminded 4th

century bishops too much of the old pagan worship 
services, where they were used to excess, so they 
were forbidden during Mass.
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In the 4th century, we begin to see the beginning of 
a church calendar and liturgical year cycle. New 
festival days are added: Christmas, Epiphany, 
Ascension, honoring apostles and early martyrs, 
and commemorating the building of churches.
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Unfortunately, liturgies are beginning to become 
clerical affairs. Lay people still respond to the 
prayers and sing, they bring their donations to the 
altar and received communion. But for many the 
liturgy is something to attend and watch, instead of 
participate in. With all the ceremonies, they begin to 
think they’re witnessing a divine spectacle, rather 
than share in a memorial meal. They’re forgetting 
they’re gathering around a table for a thanksgiving 
service.
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In the 5th century, the liturgy begins to be referred to 
by a new name, the one we know. It’s finally called 
“The Mass.” This comes from the Latin word missa, 
which means “being sent out to serve.”



�


By the end of the 5th century, the Prayers of the 
Faithful disappear and the Kyrie Eleison, the “Lord, 
have mercy,” replaces it. The Kyrie is Greek, not 
Latin, and it is a last reminder for us of when the 
entire Church was once united in language, in 
Greek.

The Sign of Peace is relocated for the third time: it 
has gone from the beginning of Mass, to right 
before the Presentation of the Gifts, and now it’s 
finally relocated to right before communion.
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Also in the 5th century, more songs are added to the 
Mass. Now there’s not just singing at the beginning 
of the Mass, at the entrance procession  �  there’s 
singing at all the processions: at the Presentation of 
Gifts procession, and at the communion procession.
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In the 6th century, the Preface is added – the prayer 
before the eucharistic prayer begins, that’s followed 
by the Holy, Holy, Holy.

By the end of the 6th century, Pope St. Gregory the 
Great has written most of the opening prayers, 
prayers over the gifts and prayers after communion, 
that we use for Sunday mass. 

Due to the decreasing participation of the assembly, 
and the increasing emphasis on the Mass as a 
sacrifice, an unfortunate attitude is now setting in 
among the clergy: Mass is offered for the laity, 
instead of with them.
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Up until the 7th century, most of the scripture 
readings at masses are arbitrary readings from the 
Bible. But now, books called Lectionaries are 
created. They contain selections from scripture that 
are read in cycles, to ensure that people hear the 
most important parts of the Bible on a regular basis. 
Lectionaries won’t be common until the 11th century.

The words of consecration are still not given special 
attention. But there is more focus on the eucharistic 
prayer part of mass, and on the bread and wine, 
since they’re what’s being sacrificed. 

At this point, people no longer answer the prayers 
or join in the singing, but they still participate in the 
procession of gifts and in communion (although 
fewer and fewer receive communion). And lastly, the 
Lamb of God prayer enters the scene.


