
What is the Mass? 
 
Christians don’t come to church to watch a priest offer a sacrifice on their behalf—they come to church 
to worship and to celebrate the Eucharist together, with the priest presiding. Since they are actively 
involved in the running of the service, it is good if they have some idea of what is happening, and why 
it’s happening. 
 
The Mass (or the Eucharist, or the Lord’s Supper) has been the subject of a lot of thought and many 
books, and we won’t cover everything here. In this paper I look at the Eucharist through one particular 
lens: that of a ‘meal of the kingdom’. At a future date I hope to look at it again through the lens of 
sacrifice. 
 
The paper is structured around the four parts of the Eucharist: the Gathering, the Liturgy of the Word, 
the Liturgy of the Sacrament, and the Dismissal. 
 
 
1. The Gathering 
 
Put simply, the Mass is about the end of the world. If any of you are surprised by that I don’t blame 
you: the way many people approach the Mass and the way the Mass is celebrated in many places gives 
the impression that it’s supposed to be a moment of stillness in our busy lives, a moment when we focus 
on heaven to the exclusion of earth, and a moment when we make our own quiet communion with 
our God. 
 
But this is the result of a terrible misunderstanding of Jesus’s preaching. Jesus spent a lot of his time 
talking about ‘the kingdom of God’, but for a long time the Church interpreted the kingdom of God 
as meaning ‘heaven’, and for many people heaven means somewhere completely separate from this 
world, which we communicate with through prayer, and where we go when we die. 
 
But this isn’t what Jesus meant by ‘the kingdom of God’ at all. Jesus, and the early church after him, 
taught that the kingdom was God’s ultimate purpose for creation, the final destination for all of us, and 
this was usually imagined as an enormous feast. Jesus taught that in him this kingdom was ‘breaking 
into’ this world: the lame were being healed, prisoners were being set free, the poor were having the 
good news preached to them. One of the things Jesus did to show that the kingdom was breaking in 
was having meals with all sorts of people, both his disciples and tax-collectors and sinners. These meals 
were signs that the wedding banquet of the world to come could already be tasted in this world. 
 
But the kingdom of God didn’t just begin to break in with Jesus and then go away again. Since the 
Resurrection the kingdom is always there, always breaking in. As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, we are 
those ‘on whom the ends of the ages have come’ (1 Cor. 10.11). And that’s why we continue those 
‘kingdom meals’ Jesus had: to proclaim that the kingdom is still breaking in, and to taste what it is like. 
 
In the introductory section of the Mass, the Gathering, we simply prepare for the main part of our 
worship. We confess our sins and receive assurance of God’s forgiveness, we sing the Gloria, an ancient 
hymn of praise, and we have a very short period of prayer summing up the theme of the day. 
 
 
 
 



2.  The Liturgy of the Word 
 
In the first major part of the service, the Liturgy of the Word, we hear God speaking to us through the 
Bible. As those ‘on whom the ends of the ages have come’, we Christians live in two overlapping 
worlds: this world and the world to come. We have one foot on earth and one foot in heaven. This 
part of the service has more to do with the foot that’s still on earth. When we experience the kingdom 
of God in all its fullness, presumably there won’t be any more need for sermons, which I’m sure comes 
as a great disappointment to many of you. While we remain in this halfway state, however, we need to 
keep hearing the gospel preached, and we need some guidance on how to put it into practice in our 
lives day to day. 
 
We hear several readings, gradually approaching the part of the Bible that brings us closest to Jesus. The 
first reading is usually from the Old Testament, where we hear about God’s dealings with his chosen 
people, the Jews, before he sent Jesus. Then we have a psalm which gives a sort of comment on it. The 
second reading comes from the second half of the New Testament, usually one of the letters written by 
Paul, where we hear about the life of the early church once Jesus was no longer around. Finally we 
have a reading from one of the gospels, and we approach this reading with more ceremony, as it’s the 
one that brings us closest to the actual words and deeds of Jesus. After the readings the preacher helps 
us to hear the Bible speaking to us here and now. After the sermon, we sum up our faith in the Creed, 
which concludes with ‘looking for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come’, and 
then we pray for other people. 
 
While all of this acknowledges our situation in this world, it is also orientated towards that kingdom of 
God which we believe is breaking in: we hear the gospel calling us to live lives fit for the kingdom, we 
say a Creed hoping for the coming of the kingdom, and we pray for things in the world that don’t yet 
reflect God’s kingdom. 
 
 
3. The Liturgy of the Sacrament 
 
The second major part of the service is the Liturgy of the Sacrament. While we were quite earth-
focused in the last section, here we look more towards heaven. This is the part of the service which 
shows the most obvious connection to all the ‘kingdom meals’ Jesus had during his ministry. You might 
remember that I said earlier that these meals were one of the ways Jesus showed that, in him, the 
kingdom of God was breaking into this world. 
 
These meals represented the great wedding banquet of the kingdom of God, when all sorts of people 
will have put aside their differences, their petty squabbles, and even the serious arguments and pain that 
keep people apart, and will be united round one table with Christ as host. Depending on how well 
your extended family gets on, you may find it easy or difficult to imagine a large meal where you don’t 
have to worry about who can and who can’t sit next to each other! This sort of perfect unity is one of 
the things we edge towards in the Mass. The first thing we do in this section is to exchange the Peace 
with one another, showing our desire to be that heavenly community, living in love and peace with 
all. 
 
The Eucharist is also a taste of heaven in a more literal sense: through tasting bread and wine we feed 
on Christ. The bread and wine become signs, tokens, samples of the transformed new creation of the 
kingdom of God, where everything serves the purpose it was created for, and where everything mediates 
God’s presence to us. This is what it means for the Mass to be a ‘sacrament’: God comes to meet us in 



material things. In this feast, Christ is not only host—he is also food. This too looks forward to the 
kingdom, where, Paul says, God will be ‘all in all’ (1 Cor. 15.28). 
 
Since it was at the Last Supper that Jesus said ‘This is my body’ and ‘This is my blood’, in this part of 
the service we imitate what he did then, focusing on four key actions: first, the priest takes bread and 
wine into his or her hands, then we give thanks to God in the eucharistic prayer, then the priest breaks 
the bread, and then the bread and wine are distributed to us. 
 
 
4. The Dismissal 
 
The concluding section, the Dismissal, is mostly just a practicality. Although the blessing appears to be 
the central action here, this began as a blessing for those who hadn’t received the greater gift of Holy 
Communion. The main point is the dismissal: ‘Go in the peace of Christ’, or ‘Go in peace to love and 
serve the Lord’. 
 
A good theological interpretation of this is found in the prayer often said together after communion: 
‘We offer you our souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice. Send us out in the power of your Spirit to 
live and work to your praise and glory.’ The Mass isn’t, or shouldn’t be, a spiritual refuge that we come 
to for an hour or so on a Sunday, then returning to our daily lives as if nothing had happened. 
 
Because something has happened: the Mass has happened. The future has come into the present for a 
moment, and that shouldn’t leave the present unchanged. We have had a foretaste of the heavenly 
banquet, and that should whet our appetite for the full meal of the kingdom. So now we go out into 
the world newly inspired to be part of that kingdom breaking in. 
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