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Back in the late 1800’s there was a wealthy man who lived at the bottom of a hill in a city

on the East coast. At the top of the hill was the local Catholic church. Being something of 

a free-thinker, the man did not have much use for the any church, much less any respect 

for things Catholic.

Every morning as he drank his coffee in the front room looking out onto the street, he 

began to notice an Irish cleaning woman who passed by on her way to daily Mass. As he 

continued to watch, he wondered if she would ever miss morning Mass. But every morn-

ing, rain or shine, she passed in front of his window on the way to Church.

One morning, in the midst of a winter ice storm, he stood there convinced that this was 

the morning she would miss. It would be impossible for the woman to walk up the treach-

erous hill to make it to Mass. Then to his amazement she passed by, crawling up the hill 

on her hands and knees.

The man broke down and told his shocked family that the woman’s faith had broken 

through his crusty resolve, and that he was going to become a Catholic.

The Irish woman was called in faith every day to attend Mass. Each day she prayed with

the gathered community, however large or small, heard the readings from the epistles and

gospels, witnessed the offering of the bread and wine, and heard the words of consecra-

tion transforming the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ. She then 

received the risen Jesus Christ in Holy Communion and was dismissed to be a witness to 

Jesus in the world. And without even knowing it, her example had helped a stranger to 

discover the Catholic faith.

EUCHARIST IN THE EARLY CHURCH

For the Jewish faith the most sacred day of the week was the Sabbath, celebrated on the 

seventh day. In Jewish belief they looked forward to the “eighth day” the Day of the Lord, 

when all the promises of the Sabbath would be fulfilled.

As early Christians they grew in their Spirit-filled understanding of the events of Jesus’ 

life, death, Resurrection and Ascension, they realized they were celebrating that “eighth 
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day” the Day of the Lord. This was Sunday, the day Jesus rose from the dead, fulfilling 

the promise of the new creation. On Sunday, the first day of the week they fulfilled the 

promise of the Sabbath, and continued a journey whose fulfillment would come at the 

end of time. (CCC 2174)

In the beginning Christians celebrated their liturgies in their homes and surrounded it 

with a meal. This led to some abuses, as those who were rich would not share with those 

who were poor. The Apostle Paul severely criticized this behavior (1 Corinthians 11: 20 

– 34). Paul stresses that Christians should realize the importance of what is happening 

when they remember the words and actions of Jesus.

23 For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on

the night he was handed over, took bread, 24 and, after he had given thanks, broke

it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” 25 In

the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my

blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the

Lord until he comes. 27 Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the

Lord unworthily will have to answer for the body and blood of the Lord. (1 Corinthians

11: 23 – 27)

Earlier in 1 Corinthians Paul emphasized the importance of who is being received in the 

Eucharist.

16 The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? 

The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? (1 Corinthians 

10: 16)

The early Christians faithfully gathered and celebrated the Lord’s Day in the hostile envi-

ronment of the Roman Empire. While there were only a few periods of active persecution, 

Christians were generally seen as hostile to the values of society. Christians did not par-

ticipate in the wine-soaked celebrations of the pagan gods, did not attend the gladiato-

rial games, and were generally considered atheists.
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But through their personal example Christians attracted others to the faith and as the 

Churchgrew they built ever larger baptisteries and halls for celebrating the Eucharist. 

However these buildings were constructed in a way that their entrances were hidden 

from the street and could only be approached through secluded passages.

In celebrating the Eucharist the Christians recognized that they this was the sacrament 

that was bringing the Church into being as the body of Christ. They also realized that the 

Eucharist could only take place as an act of the body of Christ.

CELEBRATING SUNDAY MASS TODAY

The Church is still persecuted today in many places in the world. Christian churches are 

being bombed, priests and bishops are being jailed. However the people still gather to 

celebrate the Eucharist. We are called to pray for them as our brothers and sisters in 

Christ.

In the Western world generally, Catholics can celebrate Sunday Mass without interfer-

ence. It is a privilege that can easily be taken for granted. So the Mass can be seen as 

something to be endured rather than celebrated.

Another feature in our society also diminishes our ability to appreciate the Mass. The 

Eucharist is a celebration built around a meal, the Lord’s Supper. Many families had the 

custom on Sunday after the morning Mass of gathering for Sunday dinner. After receiving 

the Body of Christ in the morning, they celebrated Christ’s presence in their gathering 

with one another.

Our society has generally lost this appreciation of gathering and taking time for meals. In 

our fast-food nation mealtime has become a time when individuals take care of a person-

al need without reference to others. Our society has lost the habit of conversation with 

others around the table, and the delight of taking time to be grateful for all the gifts we 

have received. In terms of the Mass, it can easily be seen as another duty to be fulfilled, 

rather than time to gratefully relax in the Lord.
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WHAT WE ARE CELEBRATING

From the beginning of the Church the Eucharist has been at the center of Christian life. 

The Church has recognized that it in the celebration of the Eucharist that we identify who 

we are, and rediscover with every celebration who we are called to be.

In celebrating the Eucharist at Sunday Mass, we are celebrating the presence of the Risen 

Jesus Christ in our midst. Christ is present through the ministry of the priest, who pres-

ents the gifts of the people to God. Christ is present in his Word, since it is Christ who 

speaks through the reading of Scripture. He is present in the prayers and songs of the 

assembly as he promised when two or three gathered in his name. Christ is present in the 

eucharistic species, the bread and wine that will be transformed into his Body and Blood. 

(CCC 1088).

As Matthew Kelly writes in Rediscover Catholicism

We don’t go to Mass to socialize. We don’t go to be entertained. We go to receive.

We go to Mass to be fed and nourished by the Word of God – both in Scripture and in

Sacrament. Open your heart, open your mind, and open your spirit.

The Eucharist is our food for the journey as we await the return of our Savior Jesus Christ. 

So as we gather to celebrate the Eucharist, they are also celebrating a preview of the glo-

rious celebration of all who enter heaven where Christ sits at the right hand of the Father. 

There we will join in fellowship with the communion of all the saints with all singing the 

eternal hymn of glory to the Lord. (CCC 1090)

The celebration of the Eucharist at Sunday Mass actually begins during the preceding 

week. God is preparing to share his infinite graces with us. But we will not receive these 

graces if we do not cooperate with the Holy Spirit and prepare ourselves to receive them. 

Matthew Kelly shares some ideas as to how we may become more open to the Holy Spirit.

Get yourself a missal and just follow the opening prayer, the readings, and the clos-

ing prayer, and your experience in Mass will increase exponentially. Then during the 

week, make a habit of going to Mass one day or two days. This more intimate expe-

rience of the sacrament will truly fan the fire of your soul. On the other days when 
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you don’t attend Mass, use the prayers and the readings of the day from the missal 

during your time of prayer.

THE LITURGY OF THE WORD

The Liturgy of the Word includes the readings from the Old Testament, the psalms, the 

epistles and the Gospel. It also includes the prayers, two of the collects, the recitation of 

the Gloria and the Creed which draw their inspiration from Scripture.

Jesus speaks of being open to hearing the Word of God in the Parable of the Sower (Mat-

thew 13: 1 – 9). He relates the hearing of the word of God to a Sower who goes out to sow 

his seed. Some of the seed falls on rocky ground and fails to grow. Some falls among the 

shrubs and brambles, begins to grow, but ultimately to be choked by the surrounding 

plants. Some seed falls on fertile ground and flourishes. As Jesus explains,

‘But as for that in the good soil, these are the ones who, when they hear the word, 

hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patient endurance. (Mat-

thew 13:15).

Matthew Kelly has concrete suggestions on how we can be open to God’s word in the 

Sunday readings.

Go out and buy yourself a new writing journal some time this week. Next Sunday, as 

you go into Church, ask God, “Lord, show me one way I can become a better person 

this week.” When you get home, take a page and write that one point God revealed 

to you in the journal. Each day, when you take your ten minutes in the Classroom of 

Silence, use this one thought as your starting point. Talk to God about how you can 

apply it to your life.

THE LITURGY OF THE EUCHARIST

At the heart of the Eucharistic celebration is the transformation of the bread and wine 

into the Body and Blood of Christ. Through the ministry of the priest who repeats the 
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words of Christ and appeals to the Holy Spirit the bread and wine are to become Christ’s 

Body and Blood. (CCC 1333)

The dynamics of the liturgy of the Eucharist begins with the Offertory, the presentation of 

our gifts. The bread and wine is brought forward to be offered by the priest in the name 

of Christ. Here the liturgy follows the action of Jesus at the Last Supper, “taking the bread 

and the cup.”

Matthew Kelly reminds us how we can participate in this time of offering.

While the priest is offering the gifts, the appropriate disposition of heart, mind, and 

spirit would be to unite ourselves with the gifts on the altar. Place yourself on the 

altar. Unite yourself with the offering of the bread and wine about to be transformed 

into the body and blood of Christ. Perhaps then, a transformation similar to that, 

which is brought upon the gifts by consecration, will be brought upon you and your 

life.

After the gifts of bread and wine are presented the priest proclaims the anaphora the 

prayer of thanksgiving and consecration. In this prayer the Church gives thanks to the 

Father, through Christ, in the Holy Spirit for all of his works of creation. The gathered as-

sembly joins with the priest in a prayer of unending praise with the saints and angels in 

heaven to God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

In a prayer called the epiclesis, the priest petitions the Father to send his Holy Spirit on 

the bread and wine so through his power the bread and wine may become the Body and 

Blood of Christ.

The presiding priest then prays the words of remembrance of what Jesus has done for us.

He repeats the words of Jesus over the bread and wine which through the action of the 

Holy Spirit become the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.

All are called to celebrate this memorial of Christ who through the sacrifice is his Passion 

and Death on the Cross has won salvation for us. Through the glory of the Resurrection 

Christ now sits at the right hand of God and pours forth his love on us.
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The presiding priest then calls us to remember the whole People of God with whom 

we live in communion. From the Pope, through our local bishop, priests and deacons, 

through the entire people, living and dead. We all form the one communion of saints 

called by God to become members of his eternal kingdom.

CONCLUSION

When we take time to reflect on the words and actions of the celebration of the Eucharist 

at Sunday Mass, it is rather awe-inspiring. In the Old Testament in Psalm 8 we see a hint 

of the regard with which we are held by God.

5 What are humans that you are mindful of them, mere mortals that you care for 

them? 6 Yet you have made them little less than a god, crowned them with glory and 

honor. (Psalm 8: 5 – 6)

How much more immeasurable is God’s love and desire for us that he should send his Son 

to live among us, to share in our pains, to heal us, and ultimately to suffer death on the 

Cross. Now through his Resurrection, Ascension into heaven, and the sending of the Spirit 

invites us on a journey into the very heart of God.

This is the journey that we celebrate at Sunday Mass in the Eucharist, remembering Christ’s

sacrifice for us, as he calls us into communion with himself and others for the sake of the 

word.

What can be more breathtaking?


