
 

 

Eucharist Reflections #1 
 
First a great ‘thank you’ to all who attended the Town Hall Meeting on 
Sunday Feb 8; to all who wrote up comments and suggestions; and to 
all who sent in emails. It was good to hear from all of you and to 
consider your various opinions on the idea of “Lay Presided Liturgies” 
given the current practical situation (dwindling number of available 
priests) and the evolving contemporary theological and spiritual 
developments (adult Christianity). 
 
In order to answer some of the questions, to qualm some of the doubts, 
and to help people better understand our spirituality, I would like to 
offer a series of reflections about the Eucharist to help everyone better 
understand what we are doing when we “go to Mass”. 
 
As one of the respondents pointed out at the town Hall Meeting, the 
Mass is really made up of two parts - which in fact are historically two 
different liturgical ceremonies.   
 
The Liturgy of the Word is the ancient Jewish synagogue service.  And 
even today, if you go to a synagogue service you will be utterly amazed 
how it’s just like what we do - prayers, readings, sermon, petitions, 
collection.   
 
The Liturgy of the Eucharist is the second part of the Mass - and it’s 
roots are a little more uncertain.  We have been traditionally taught that 
somehow it reflects the Passover Meal or the Last Supper.  But it seems 
on a closer examination to actually have it’s roots in the home Saturday 
liturgy of thanksgiving in the Jewish culture - commingled with the 
Roman rituals associated with the cult of Mithras.   
 
The Jewish thanksgiving home ceremony involved bread and a cup of 
wine and giving thanks to God for all that he had done for his people.  It 
was done at home by the “elder” of the house/family/clan.  This would 
have been very consistent with the earliest home churches where 
people would gather in a home, celebrate a prayer of thanksgiving, and 
share a cup of wine and bread as part of the meal which evolved 
eventually into a ritual. 
 
The other root, the Roman rituals associated with the god Mithras, had 
three essential features - the banquet where worshippers would meet 
and during which they would toast the god with a cup of wine in 



 

 

fellowship, the idea that Mithras would slay a bull and they would 
symbolically drink its blood in the cup of wine; and the idea that the god 
Mithras was “born out of a rock”.  As you might suspect these ideas 
resonated with Christian ideas that were developing in the early 
church- the banquet at home (the agape service evolving into the first 
church services in gentile christianity), drinking a cup of wine as the 
blood of Jesus and Jesus coming out of the tomb (rock).   
 
There is an interesting archeological coincidence that can be noted in 
the Church of San Clemente in Rome - one of the oldest churches there.  
The current basilica was built in the Middle Ages; underneath is an 
early 4th century house/church, one of the first Christian churches of 
ancient Rome; and then under that is the home of a private Roman 
citizen who had a mithraeum in his house (chapel to the god Mithras) 
which was destroyed in the great Nero fire of 64AD.  In a sense it gives 
testimony to the evolving ideas of worship and liturgy in the Roman to 
Medieval periods. 
 
The point to all of this:  the second part of “the Mass” is a 
THANKSGIVING PRAYER.  In fact that is what the word 
“Eucharist”means.  It comes from the Greek word “eucharistia”.  It is 
the community of believers/saints coming together to give God thanks 
for all that he has done for us.  It is NOT a re-enactment of the Last 
Supper; It is NOT the “un-bloody” sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross - both 
spiritual ideas that emerge actually in the 17th century - in the German 
pietistic mysticism of the day.  These are both “modern” ideas of what 
the Mass is all about, in as much as the 17th century is “modern”. 
 
The oldest version we have a Eucharistic Prayer is in fact found in the 
Didache.  It contains two versions remembered.  To quote the passage 
in this document (written probably around 125 AD) we have … 
 
Now about the thanksgiving (Eucharistia), give thanks this way: 

 
Version One - 
 
First, about the cup: "We thank you, our Father, for the holy vine of your boy 

David which you made known to us through your boy Jesus. Glory be to you for the 

age. 

 

Now about the broken loaf: "We thank you, our Father, for the life and the 

knowledge that you made known to us through your boy Jesus. Glory be to you for 



 

 

the age. Just as this broken loaf was scattered on top of the hills and as it was 

gathered together and became one, in the same way let your assembly be gathered 

together from the remotest parts of the land into your kingdom. "For yours is the 

glory and the power through Anointed Jesus for the age."  

 

Now no one should either eat or drink from your thanksgiving meal, but those who 

have been baptized into the Lord's name. For about this also the Lord said, "Do not 

give what is holy to the dogs.” 

 
Version Two - 
 
Now after you have been filled, [sic. after supper] give thanks this way: "We thank 

you, holy Father, for your holy name, which you made to live in our hearts, and for 

the knowledge and trust and immortality which you made known to us through 

Jesus your boy. Glory be to you for the age. 

 

"Almighty master, it was you who created all for the sake of your name. You gave 

both food and drink to people for enjoyment, so that they might give thanks to you. 

But to us you have freely given spiritual food and drink and eternal life through 

your boy. Before all things, we are thankful to you that you are powerful. Glory be 

to you for the age. 

 

"O Lord, remember your assembly, remember to rescue it from every evil and to 

make it complete in your love, and to gather it from the four winds into your 

kingdom which you prepared for it--it, which has been made holy. For yours is the 

power and the glory for the age. 

"Let generosity come, and let this universe pass away. Hosanna to David's son! If 

someone is holy, let him come. If someone is not, he should change his mind. 

Marana-tha. A-men."  

 

Now permit the prophets to give thanks as much as they want. 

 
Please notice, the Eucharist is a Prayer of Thanksgiving.  There are no 
“words of institution”, no quoting from the scriptures “This is my body 
… this is my blood.’; there is no “transubstantiation” in this prayer.  It is 
simply, and very much in line with Jewish theology, a thanksgiving 
prayer. 
 
And this seems to have been the style and understanding of the Mass 
up to the time of St. Ambrose (400 AD) who is the first one to use the 
phrase “the Mass” .  Interestingly the term “mass” comes from “missio” 
meaning dismissal and referred to the dismissal of the catechumens 



 

 

from the church after the Liturgy of the Word and before the Liturgy of 
the Eucharist.  Oddly the dismissal from the first became the word for 
the whole. 
 
And once more, it is interesting to note that all of this was recognized 
by the Second Vatican council in its document on Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy.  It once more emphasized that “the Mass” is made up of 
two ceremonies and recommended that they be celebrated separately.  
As a result many churches built after the issuing of this document 
designed churches so that the Liturgy of the Word would be done at 
one part of the church; Liturgy of the Eucharist would be done in 
another part.  We have actually tried this a couple times ourselves at 
Dignity. 
 
I am pointing all of this out just so that people begin to understand that 
“the Mass” has a long and interesting historical development; that most 
people are, not due to any fault of their but because of our prior 
education, unaware of these developments; and that as we move 
forward it is always good to look back to see where we have been and 
how we have gotten here, to better make decisions about which 
direction and how we want to proceed. 
 
(more to come….) 


