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Sacrifice, a Fundamental Act of Religion
We have seen that the Eucharist was instituted for two 

fundamental ends: to be a sacrament and a sacrifice. It 
is the sacrament of Christ’s presence among us, and the 
“prolongation” of Christ’s expiatory sacrifice on Calvary, 
continually re-presented to God the Father by Christ and 
the Church in the sacrifice of the Mass. In this chapter 
we shall focus on the Eucharist as the Christian sacrifice.

In order to better understand this doctrine, defined in the 
Council of Trent, let us begin by looking at the notions of 
religion and sacrifice. The classical philosophers consider 
religion to be a moral virtue—a stable disposition of the 
soul—by which we give to God what is due to Him. In 
other words, religion is the most exalted aspect of justice, 
by which we give to each one his due. And what is due to 
God, our Creator, Lord, and Redeemer? Obviously infinite 
praise, honor, gratitude, obedience to His commands, faith 
in what He reveals to us, hope in His aid, love above all 
things, readiness to do all that serves to manifest His glory 
and His love. And when we have sinned, reparation is due 
to God, even though we of ourselves are unable to offer 
anything capable of expiating our own mortal sin, which 
has an infinite magnitude, in that it offends God who is 
infinitely good. For the gravity of an offense is increased 
in proportion to the dignity of the offended party. And God 
of course has an infinite dignity and an infinite right to 
gratitude and loving obedience from His rational creatures.

Sacrifice is an act of the virtue of religion, by which we 
externally offer to God something which represents the 
internal holocaust and submission of our will and intellect 
to God, and seek to repair for our offenses against Him. 
Sacrifice is offered for four ends: to adore God, to give 
Him thanks, to plead for His aid, and to expiate sin. Sac-
rifice is still due to God, even though we can offer nothing 
worthy of Him, nothing capable of fully manifesting His 
glory or of expiating our sin. St. Thomas Aquinas consid-
ers sacrifice to be a duty of man to God, mandated by the 
natural law written on our conscience.1 This is the reason 
for its universal presence in human culture. No people is 
too primitive to grasp this fundamental duty of religion, 
despite the insufficiency of all our sacrifices.

The animal sacrifices of the Old Testament, mandated 
by God Himself through Moses, were the center of the 
religious rites of Judaism. However, they too are insuf-
ficient. This is clearly taught both in the Old and the New 
Testament, especially in Hebrews 10:1–7: 

Since the law has only a shadow of the good things 
to come and not the true form of these realities, it can 

1  See St. Thomas, ST II-II, q. 85, a. 1.

never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered 
year after year, make perfect those who draw near. Oth-
erwise, would they not have ceased being offered? . . 
. But in these sacrifices there is a reminder of sin year 
after year. For it is impossible that the blood of bulls 
and goats should take away sins. Consequently, when 
Christ came into the world, he said, “Sacrifices and 
offerings you have not desired, but a body you have 
prepared for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings 
you have taken no pleasure. Then I said, ‘Lo, I have 
come to do your will, O God,’ as it is written of me.”

The Sacrifice of Calvary and the Sacrifice 
of the Mass

St. Paul teaches that the sacrifices of Israel were but 
figures of Christ’s true sacrifice on Calvary. The sacrifice 
of Calvary has an infinite value of reparation, because it 
is the sacrifice of a divine Person freely offered out of im-
mense love for the glory of the Father and for mankind. 
It gives infinitely more glory to God than all human sin 
put together is offensive to Him. One drop of His blood 
would have been sufficient to redeem us, as the Church 
sings in the hymn Adoro te devote. But Christ wanted His 
sacrifice to lack nothing that He could possibly give it. 
The magnitude of His suffering together with all the love 
of His Sacred Heart with which He offered it, makes the 
offering superabundant.

This sacrifice of Calvary is the true sacrifice prefigured 
in all the other sacrifices in the history of the world, the 
one sacrifice that is efficacious. Therefore, one might 
think that after Calvary, no more sacrifices would ever 
be necessary, for everything has been accomplished. And 
this is true. No more animal sacrifices are necessary, for 
they simply prefigured the sacrifice of Calvary. Thus the 
sacrifices of the Jewish law lost their reason for being, 
which is symbolically manifested by God in the rending of 
the veil of the Temple as our Lord expired on the Cross. It 
is also symbolized in the destruction of the Temple some 
forty years later and the consequent cessation of the Jew-
ish sacrificial rites.

However, Christ did not want to leave His Spouse, the 
Church, without a sacrifice to offer to God, for the offer-
ing of sacrifice to God is both a duty and a spiritual need 
of man, a law written on our hearts. Our nature, which is 
both bodily and spiritual, requires us to offer God both 
physical and spiritual sacrifices. The spiritual sacrifice of 
the contrite heart is far more important, but our human 
nature also requires a sensible manifestation of what oc-
curs in the heart 

7. The Sacrifice of the Mass
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So on the night before He died, Jesus wished to leave 
a perfect sacrifice to His Church He could not give His 
Church a figure or prophecy of His own sacrifice, as God 
did to ancient Israel, since He was about to consummate 
the reality prefigured by the animal sacrifices of the Mosaic 
Law. Nor could He give the Church, His Bride, merely a 
symbol or remembrance of His great sacrifice, for that 
would be too little. The solution was worthy of both the 
divine wisdom and the divine omnipotence. Christ be-
queathed to his Church the same sacrifice that He offered 
His Father on Good Friday. 

He did this by instituting the miracle of transubstantia-
tion, making Himself present in the Eucharist as the divine 
Victim, the same victim who was offered in a bloody man-
ner on Calvary. And by instituting the priesthood at the 
same moment, He arranged to be continually present as 
High Priest through the ministerial priests ordained to act 
in persona Christi until His second coming.

The Council of Trent infallibly declared this doctrine: 
He then, Our Lord and our God, was once and for all to 
offer Himself by His death on the altar of the cross to 
God the Father, to accomplish for them an everlasting 
redemption. But death was not to end His priesthood. 
And so, at the Last Supper, on the night on which 
He was betrayed, in order to leave for His beloved 
spouse, the Church, a sacrifice that was visible, 
as the nature of man demands, declaring Himself 
constituted a priest forever according to the order of 
Melchisedech, He offered his body and blood under 
the species of bread and wine to God the Father and 
He gave His body and blood under the same species 
to the apostles to receive, making them priests of the 
New Testament at that time. 
This sacrifice was to re-present the bloody sacrifice 
which He accomplished on the cross once and for 
all. . . . He ordered the apostles and their successors in 
the priesthood to offer this sacrifice when He said, “Do 
this in remembrance of me.”2

The Sacrifice of the Mass “Renews” or 
“Makes Present” the Sacrifice of Calvary

In the above text, the Council of Trent states that the 
sacrifice of the Mass “re-presents” the sacrifice of Calvary. 
This must be taken in an absolutely literal sense. The sac-
rifice of the Mass makes the sacrifice of Calvary present 
on our altars. It is not a theatrical “representation” of the 
sacrifice of Calvary, as if it were a mere commemoration. 
Nor is it another sacrifice of Christ different from Calvary. 
There is only one sacrifice that is offered day by day: the 
very sacrifice of Calvary, made present, “re-presented.” 
How can the sacrifice of the Mass in the all the churches 
of the world be the same as that of Calvary? The Council 

2  Council of Trent, session 22, chapter 1 (1562).

of Trent explains: “It is one and the same victim; the same 
person now offers it by the ministry of His priests, who 
then offered Himself on the cross, the manner of offering 
alone being different.”3

The sacrifice of the Mass is identical with Calvary 
because it contains the same Victim who is mystically 
immolated, and because it is offered by the same High 
Priest, Jesus Christ, through the sacramental ministry of 
His ordained priests who act in His person. Saint John 
Chrysostom puts it well: “We always offer the same Lamb, 
not one today and another tomorrow, but always the same 
one. For this reason the sacrifice is always only one. . . . 
Even now we offer that victim who was once offered and 
who will never be consumed.”4

Pius XII commented on this doctrine in his encyclical 
on the liturgy of 1947, Mediator Dei 69–70: 

The august sacrifice of the altar, then, is no mere empty 
commemoration of the passion and death of Jesus 
Christ, but a true and proper act of sacrifice, whereby 
the High Priest by an unbloody immolation offers Him-
self a most acceptable victim to the Eternal Father, as 
He did upon the cross. . . . 
The priest is the same, Jesus Christ, whose sacred 
Person His minister represents. Now the minister, 
by reason of the sacerdotal consecration which he has 
received, is made like to the High Priest and possesses 
the power of performing actions in virtue of Christ’s 
very person. Wherefore in his priestly activity he in a 
certain manner “lends his tongue, and gives his hand” 
to Christ.5 Likewise the victim is the same, namely, 
our divine Redeemer in His human nature with His 
true body and blood. 
The manner, however, in which Christ is offered is 
different. On the cross He completely offered Himself 
and all His sufferings to God, and the immolation of 
the victim was brought about by the bloody death, 
which He underwent of His free will. But on the altar, 
by reason of the glorified state of His human nature, 
“death shall have no more dominion over Him,” and 
so the shedding of His blood is impossible; still, ac-
cording to the plan of divine wisdom, the sacrifice of 
our Redeemer is shown forth in an admirable manner 
by external signs which are the symbols of His death. 
For by the “transubstantiation” of bread into the body 
of Christ and of wine into His blood, His body and 
blood are both really present: now the eucharistic 
species under which He is present symbolize the 
actual separation of His body and blood. Thus the 
commemorative representation of His death, which 

3  Council of Trent, session 22, chapter 2, DS1743.
4  In Epistolam ad Hebraeos Homiliae, Hom. 17,3: PG 63, 131; 

cited in John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 12.
5  St. John Chrysostom, In Joann. Hom., 86:4.
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actually took place on Calvary, is repeated in every 
sacrifice of the altar, seeing that Jesus Christ is 
symbolically shown by separate symbols to be in a 
state of victimhood.”

The separate conversion of the bread and wine into 
Christ’s Body and Blood sacramentally or mystically re-
present the real separation of the blood from the body of 
Christ in His death on Calvary. The words of consecration, 
uttered in the person of Christ, thus are the means of ef-
fecting the Eucharistic sacrifice. St. Gregory of Nazianzen 
likens these words of the consecration to a mystical knife 
effecting the mystical immolation of the Lamb of God. He 
writes to a fellow priest: “Delay not to pray for me, when 
by the word [of consecration] you call down the Word [of 
the Son of God], when by an unbloody separation you slay 
the body and blood of the Lord with the sacrificial knife 
of His word.”6

In summary, the sacrifice of the Mass is identical with 
that of Calvary in three ways: the identity of the victim; 
the priest who offers; and the ends for which it is offered. 
The victim is Jesus Christ, who is really present on the 
altar through the miracle of transubstantiation. The priest 
is Jesus Christ, although in the Mass, Christ makes use of 
His ordained ministers, who act in His person, “lending 
Him their tongues and hands.” The ends of the sacrifice are 
likewise identical: Christ offers it to give supreme glory 
to God, in thanksgiving, in expiation for all sin, and in 
supplication for all our needs. 

The one obvious difference between the sacrifice of the 
Mass and that of Calvary is the mode of offering. In Cal-
vary, Christ made use of the hands of his executioners to 
effect His bloody sacrifice. In the Mass, the same sacrifice 
is offered in an “unbloody” manner through the words of 
consecration, which effect a mystical separation of body 
and blood, for death no longer has any hold over Christ.

Protestant Objection to the Sacrificial 
Aspect of the Mass

One of the most tragic and consequential innovations of 
Martin Luther was his passionate denial of the sacrificial 
aspect of the Mass, although he admitted that it was seen 
as a sacrifice by the entire Tradition of the Church. Lu-
ther’s attack began in 1520 with his book, De captivitate 
babylonica, in which the Mass understood as a “good 
work and a sacrifice” is presented as the third captivity 
of the Church, an invention of the devil, a more heinous 
crime than adultery or murder. Luther saw the Mass as the 
stronghold of the Papacy, and therefore he reasoned that if 
the Mass conceived as a sacrifice could be overthrown, the 
papacy was done for.7 Thus the attack on the sacrifice of 

6  St. Gregory of Nazianzen, Letter to Amphilochius, cited in Gihr, 
The Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, 136.

7  See Martin Luther, Contra Henricum regem Angliae, in the year 
1522: “Triumphata Missa puto nos totum papam triumphare.”

the Mass became one of the central aspects of the “Refor-
mation.” Although Protestants differed with regard to the 
real presence, they all were united from the beginning in 
rejecting the sacrificial value of the Mass. The Council of 
Trent responded by infallibly defining that the holy Mass 
is a true sacrifice, the sacrifice of our Redemption.

However, it is very important to hear and adequately 
respond to the Protestant objection. Protestants in general 
object that the Catholic doctrine of the sacrifice of the Mass 
detracts from the dignity of the sacrifice of Calvary. Given 
that the sacrifice of Calvary was perfect and sufficient for 
the forgiveness of all sin, why does the Church claim to 
“re-present” and offer that sacrifice again and again on 
her altars? Why would Christ have desired to “perpetuate 
Calvary” by instituting a continual sacrificial offering in 
His Church?

The answer has to do with our human condition. Our 
human nature, which is both bodily and spiritual, requires 
frequent outward sensible manifestations of the invisible 
truths which it believes. Truths not frequently manifested 
outwardly fail to make an impression on men’s lives. This 
is why our Savior instituted the seven sacraments as sen-
sible outward signs, and instituted the Mass as a solemn 
liturgical “re-presentation” and prolongation of the one 
sacrifice of Calvary, which would be offered “from the 
rising of the sun to its setting,” according to the prophecy 
of Malachi 1:11.8

In addition, He willed that the merits won for us once and 
for all on Calvary be applied to our souls chiefly through 
the Mass, for, as the liturgy proclaims, “as often as this 
commemorative sacrifice is offered, there is wrought the 
work of our Redemption.”9 However, in each Mass, only 
some of that merit is concretely applied or distributed to us. 

The repetition of the Mass does not increase the merit 
of Christ’s act of propitiation, for the merit of the sacrifice 
of Calvary is infinite, and is thus capable of “purchasing” 
the redemption of all men. However, this merit must be 
applied to our souls individually and progressively, as 
we work out our sanctification” (see Phil 2:12). Pius XII 
explains this in Mediator Dei 77: 

This purchase, however, does not immediately have its 
full effect; since Christ, after redeeming the world at 
the lavish cost of His own blood, still must come into 

8  The Catholic tradition understands the prophecy of Malachi 1:11 
as a prophecy regarding the Mass: “For from the rising of the sun to its 
setting my name is great among the nations, and in every place incense 
is offered to my name, and a pure offering; for my name is great among 
the nations, says the Lord of hosts.”

9  Roman Missal, Secret of the Ninth Sunday after Pentecost. See 
Pius XII, Mediator Dei 79: “The august sacrifice of the altar is, as it 
were, the supreme instrument whereby the merits won by the divine 
Redeemer upon the cross are distributed to the faithful: ‘as often as 
this commemorative sacrifice is offered, there is wrought the work of 
our Redemption.’”
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complete possession of the souls of men. Wherefore, 
[that the redemption and salvation of each person and 
of future generations unto the end of time may be ef-
fectively accomplished, and be acceptable to God,] it 
is necessary that men should individually come into 
vital contact with the sacrifice of the cross, so that 
the merits, which flow from it, should be imparted to 
them. In a certain sense it can be said that on Calvary 
Christ built a font of purification and salvation which He 
filled with the blood He shed; but if men do not bathe 
in it and there wash away the stains of their iniquities, 
they can never be purified and saved.

The repetition of the offering of the sacrifice of the 
Mass in the Church, far from diminishing the value of the 
Cross, serves to impress upon the faithful the centrality of 
Christ’s Sacrifice, which is the center of history and the 
cause of all our hope. It is the event by which the head of 
the serpent was crushed and the power of the devil was 
broken. The sacrifice of Calvary is so absolutely central 
and all-important that Christ wished it also to be the center 
of all our worship, the means of sanctifying the Lord’s Day, 
and the fountain from which all graces flow, a fountain 
from which we can drink every day of our lives, so that 
we may live constantly from it and penetrate deeper into 
its mystery day by day, week by week.10 May we all be 
able to say with John Paul II: “Holy Mass is the absolute 
center of my life and of every day of my life.”11

John Paul II reaffirmed the primacy of the sacrificial 
aspect of the Mass in the Letter Dominicae cenae of 1980 
(Letter to Priests on Holy Thursday). In n. 9 he writes: “The 
Eucharist is above all else a sacrifice. It is the sacrifice of 
the Redemption and also the sacrifice of the New Cov-
enant, as we believe and as the Eastern Churches clearly 
profess.” Christ instituted the Eucharist first of all to give 
His Bride, the Church, His own perfect act of sacrifice, 
so that she could offer this infinitely glorious sacrifice 
continually until the end of time. No greater gift could 
even be conceived. 

Furthermore, this sacrifice of Christ ceaselessly seals 
and renews the new and eternal covenant between God 
and man. The old Mosaic covenant had been sealed by a 

10  See Pius XII, Mediator Dei 79: “This, however, so far from lessen-
ing the dignity of the actual sacrifice on Calvary, rather proclaims and 
renders more manifest its greatness and its necessity, as the Council of 
Trent declares. Its daily immolation reminds us that there is no salva-
tion except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ and that God Himself 
wishes that there should be a continuation of this sacrifice ‘from the 
rising of the sun till the going down thereof,’ so that there may be no 
cessation of the hymn of praise and thanksgiving which man owes to 
God, seeing that he required His help continually and has need of the 
blood of the Redeemer to remit sin which challenges God’s justice.”

11  Address at a Symposium in honor of the 30th anniversary of the 
Decree “Presbyterorum Ordinis,” Oct. 27, 1995, n. 4; L’Osservatore 
Romano English edition, Nov. 15, 1995, p. 7. Benedict XVI recently 
quoted this and made it his own in his address to the clergy of Rome 
on May 13 in the Basilica of St. John Lateran.

sprinkling of the blood of lambs and goats. It obligated 
Israel to obedience to the law of God, specifically in the 
form of the Ten Commandments, and in turn God prom-
ised to take Israel as His people. In the new Covenant, 
humanity is promised the remission of sins and definitive 
communion with God, culminating in the beatific vision, 
and is obligated anew to the commandments, especially 
the double commandment of love, to love as Christ has 
loved us. This new covenant is ratified by the blood of 
the immaculate Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, spilled out on 
Calvary and mystically “poured out” in every Holy Mass. 

Like the sacrifices of the Old Testament, in which the 
priests and people partook of the offering, the sacrifice of 
the Mass culminates with a sacred banquet in which we 
receive nothing less than God Himself, with the Body, 
Blood and soul of Jesus Christ. Thus it can be seen that 
the banquet aspect of the Mass presupposes its sacrificial 
aspect. Receiving Our Lord in Communion is a certain 
participation in the fruit of Christ’s sacrifice. To present 
the Eucharist as a banquet and not a sacrifice would be 
to entirely misunderstand the nature of this banquet of 
sacrificial love.

We have said that Christ wanted to institute the Eucharist 
in response to the needs of human nature, which is not con-
tent with purely abstract knowledge. The Mass makes the 
very sacrifice of our Redemption—the center of all human 
history and the culmination of the yearning and history of 
Israel—present in our own lives as well. It is a great gift 
of faith to know that Christ worked our Redemption two 
thousand years ago. However, because of our human nature 
we are affected not just by intellectual knowledge of what 
was done in the past, but also by what we ourselves are 
able to participate in directly. Mere historical knowledge 
of events in the distant past remains shadowy for us. The 
Eucharist takes this weakness and need of human nature 
into account, suspending, as it were, the natural limita-
tions of space and time. It makes the beloved person of 
the Messiah and His redemptive sacrifice present to all 
men, so that each one of us can have living contact and 
participation in His sacrifice on Calvary, offering with Him 
His adorable Body and Blood to God the Father. And we 
can do this every day or week of our lives, in every part 
of the world where there is a validly ordained priest. Mere 
human beings cannot make past events present again, after 
twenty centuries, but God’s omnipotence and wisdom is 
not bound by human limits.

Efficacy of the Sacrifice of the Mass
Since Christ is the High Priest who offers every Mass 

through the hands of His ordained ministers, it can be seen 
that the Mass has an efficacy that does not depend on the 
sanctity of the ordained priest. A Mass celebrated by a 
heinous sinner is still the sacrifice of Calvary made present 
on our altars, for Christ Himself is always the High Priest. 
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(Nevertheless, such a celebration is a great sacrilege on 
the part of the ministerial priest.) This intrinsic efficacy 
of the Mass, like all the other sacraments, is expressed in 
Catholic theology by saying that the sacraments are ef-
ficacious ex opere operato.

Another consequence of the fact that the priest offers the 
Mass in the person of Christ Himself is that every Mass 
is an act of the entire mystical Body, head and members. 
For Christ, the Head of the Mystical Body, offers the im-
maculate sacrifice of His body and blood for the redemp-
tion of His Bride, the whole Church, which includes the 
living members (the Church Militant), and the dead in 
purgatory (Church suffering). The Mass is also offered 
for all potential members of the Church. Thus every Mass, 
even if the priest is celebrating alone, “is not robbed of 
its social effects.”12 So-called “private” Masses in which 
there is no presence of the faithful, are still public acts of 
the Church and retain the infinite value of the sacrifice of 
Christ renewed on the altar. This is very important. The 
Mass is still the sacrifice of Christ, no matter how many 
or few of the faithful are present to benefit by it.

At the beginning of the Reformation, Luther rejected 
the celebration of “private Masses.”13 In recent decades, 
the Lutheran position has gained popularity in some 
Catholic circles. In response to this dangerous trend, Paul 
VI reaffirmed the value of so-called “private Masses” in 
his encyclical on the Eucharist, Mysterium fidei of 1965, 
saying: “It is not allowable to emphasize what is called 
the ‘communal’ Mass to the disparagement of Masses 
celebrated in private.”

What Are the Ends of the Sacrifice of the 
Mass? 

Catholic tradition speaks of four ends of the Mass which 
are common to the entire liturgy, to prayer, and, in fact, to 
all religion. These four ends are the glorification of God, 
thanksgiving, expiation of sin, and petition.

Glorification of God
The Mass, ex opere operato, gives infinitely greater 

glory to God than any other act we can perform, for it is 
the very sacrifice of Calvary, sacramentally (mystically) 
made present on our altars.14 By devoutly celebrating 
Mass, participating in Mass, or having Mass offered, we 
give immeasurably more glory to God than we could do 
by any other means, for the sacrifice of the Mass contains, 
renews, and makes present Christ’s glorification of God 
on Calvary.

12  Pius XII, Mediator Dei, n. 97.
13  Martin Luther, De abroganda missa privata, 1521–1522. See 

Bossuet, History of the Variations of the Protestant Churches (Fraser, 
MI: Real-View-Books, 1997), 115–16.

14  See Pius XII, Mediator Dei, 71.

Thanksgiving
The Mass is also the most perfect means of giving thanks 

to God for all of His benefits. From this end of the Mass 
comes its name: Eucharist, which is the Greek word for 
“thanksgiving.” As Pius XII wrote in Mediator Dei 72: 

Only the divine Redeemer, as the eternal Father’s most 
beloved Son whose immense love He knew, could offer 
Him a worthy return of gratitude. This was His intention 
and desire at the Last Supper when He ‘gave thanks.’ 
He did not cease to do so when hanging upon the cross, 
nor does He fail to do so in the august sacrifice of the 
altar, which is an act of thanksgiving or a “eucharistic” 
act; since this “is truly meet and just, right and availing 
unto salvation.”

Psalm 115 alludes in figure to the power of thanksgiving 
of the Eucharistic chalice: “What shall I render to the Lord 
for all His bounty to me? I will lift up the cup of salvation 
and call on the name of the Lord.” 

Expiatory or Propitiatory Sacrifice for the Living 
and the Dead. 

The Mass is the most perfect expiatory or propitiatory 
sacrifice that can be offered or even conceived, for it is 
the expiation of Jesus Christ, true God and true man, for 
all the sins of the world.15 All our personal sacrifices have 
immeasurably greater value before God when we offer 
them through the sacrifice of Calvary and of the Altar. 
This can be done in various ways, which will be explored 
in the next chapter.

The Mass is efficacious in expiating the two conse-
quences of sin: the guilt due to sin, and the temporal 
punishment due to sin. The temporal effects remain even 
when that guilt has been forgiven, and they must be paid 
for in some way to restore justice. 

While it is true that sin is forgiven directly only through 
contrition and the sacraments of Baptism and Penance, the 
act of contrition and these two sacraments have the power 
to forgive sin only through the merits of the sacrifice of 
Calvary, which is renewed on the altar. The propitiatory 
effect of the Mass with regard to the guilt of sin is princi-
pally to call down His mercy on sinners, so that He may 
send them His grace of contrition and conversion, and lead 
them to make use of the grace given in the sacraments. 

If we are aware that we are in a state of mortal sin, we 
must not receive Communion before we have received 
valid absolution in Confession; however, it is still most 
profitable for us to participate in Mass to implore God’s 
forgiveness for our sins.

Secondly, the Sacrifice of the Mass not only appeases 
God’s wrath so as to grant us the grace of contrition and 
conversion, but it also remits some of the temporal pun-

15  See Pius XII, Mediator Dei 73: 
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ishment due to sin, which otherwise would have to be 
expiated in purgatory. This propitiatory effect of canceling 
the temporal punishment due to sin can be applied both to 
the living (the members of the Church who are in a state 
of grace) and to the faithful departed who are suffering in 
purgatory. Indeed, offering the holy Mass for the relief of 
the holy souls in purgatory is the most efficacious means 
of aiding them, for the Mass obtains this effect ex opere 
operato, through the direct action of Christ the High Priest. 
Nevertheless, many Masses may have to be offered, de-
pending on the greatness of the debt against God’s justice.

The existence of this potent propitiatory effect of the 
Mass on behalf of the living and the dead, violently denied 
by Luther and all Protestants, was infallibly defined in the 
Council of Trent: 

In the divine sacrifice that is offered in the Mass, the 
same Christ who offered himself once in a bloody man-
ner on the altar of the cross is present and is offered 
in an unbloody manner. Therefore, the holy Council 
teaches that this sacrifice is truly propitiatory, so that if 
we draw near to God with an upright heart and true faith, 
with fear and reverence, with sorrow and repentance, 
through it “we may obtain mercy and find grace to help 
in time of need” [Heb 4:16]. For the Lord, appeased by 
this oblation, grants grace and the gift of repentance, 
and he pardons wrongdoings and sins, even grave ones. 
For it is one and the same victim: He who now makes 
the offering through the ministry of priests and he who 
then offered Himself on the cross; only the manner of 
offering is different. The fruits of this oblation (the 
bloody one, that is) are received in abundance through 
this unbloody oblation. By no means, then, does the 
latter detract from the former. Therefore, it is rightly 
offered according to apostolic tradition, not only for the 
sins, punishments, satisfaction and other necessities of 
the faithful who are alive, but also for those who have 
died in Christ but are not yet wholly purified.16

And again in Canon 3: 
If anyone says that the Sacrifice of the Mass is merely 
an offering of praise and thanksgiving, or that it is a 
simple memorial of the sacrifice offered on the cross, 
and not propitiatory, or that it benefits only those who 
communicate; and that it should not be offered for the 
living and the dead, for sins, punishments, satisfaction, 
and other necessities: let him be anathema.17

The reason that the offering of the sacrifice of the Mass 
is propitiatory is that it is the offering of Christ Himself, 
sacramentally immolated. If the Mass makes the sacrifice 
of Calvary sacramentally present, how could it not be 
propitiatory, and thus uniquely capable of drawing down 
the graces won by that sacrifice of Calvary?

16  Council of Trent, session 22, chapter 2, Denz 940.
17  Ibid., canon 3, Denz 950.

An early witness of the propitiatory nature of the Mass 
is given by St. Cyril of Jerusalem, as  he explains to the 
neophytes why the sacrifice of the Mass is offered for the 
living and the dead. After mentioning the petitions for the 
deceased in the Eucharistic prayer, he says:

After that, we pray on behalf of the holy fathers and 
bishops and in general all amongst us already gone to 
their rest, for we believe that these souls will obtain the 
greatest help if we make our prayers for them while 
the holy and most awesome sacrifice is being offered.
I should like to use an illustration to persuade you of 
the truth of this, for I know that many of you are saying: 
“how is a soul which has quitted this world, whether in 
sin or not, helped by being mentioned in the prayers?” 
Well, surely if a king had exiled some opponents, and 
their friends wove a garland and presented it to him on 
behalf of those who had been penalized, would not he 
relax their punishment? It is the same when we make 
our entreaties to God on behalf of the dead, even if 
they are sinners. But we do not weave a garland; we 
offer Christ who has been slain for our sins, and so we 
appease the merciful God both on their behalf and on 
ours.18

Impetration
Finally, the Mass is also an impetratory sacrifice. This 

means that Holy Mass is the best way to present all of our 
petitions before God, for in the Mass the blood of Christ 
is poured out for us, that “speaks more graciously than the 
blood of Abel” (see Heb 12:24). However, this impetra-
tory effect also depends on the strength of faith, hope, and 
charity with which we offer up the Mass. 

Application of the Sacrifice
Since the Mass is the Sacrifice of Calvary made present 

on our altars, clearly every Mass in itself has an infinite 
value. Why then does the Church multiply the celebra-
tions of Holy Mass? Although every Mass has an infinite 
value in itself on account of the Spotless Victim that is 
immolated, a finite value of the infinite merits of Calvary 
is applied to the faithful. The value of grace and mercy 
received is dependent not only on Christ, but also on the 
devotion of those who participate in the offering and of 
those for whom it is offered. Although the power of the 
Mass is infinite, we inevitably take hold of it in a finite 
manner. Charles Journet writes:

The application of the Mass is measured first of all by 
the fervor of those who, through Christ, with Christ 
and in Christ, pray for the salvation of the world. It is 
further conditioned, however, to a certain degree by 
the disposition of those very ones for whom we pray: 
by their present dispositions if they are living; by their 

18  St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Mystagogic Catecheses 5.9–10, in Yarnold, 
Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation, 92.
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previous devotion if they are dead.19

We see this application in the prayer of the Roman 
Canon: “Remember, Lord, your servants and all gathered 
here, whose faith and devotion are known to you. For 
them, we offer you this sacrifice of praise, or they offer 
it for themselves and all who are dear to them: for the re-
demption of their souls, in hope of health and well-being, 
and paying their homage to you, the eternal God, living 
and true.”

The Eucharist as the Sacrament of Ecclesial 
Unity

St. Thomas frequently refers to the Eucharist as the 
sacrament of ecclesial unity. He says that “the reality of 
the sacrament [res tantum] is the unity of the mystical 
body.”20 The Eucharist is the sacrament of communion in 
two senses: it unites every individual with Christ, and with 
the Church. The communion with the Church is created by 
the union with Christ in charity.21 The vertical union with 
Christ is the privileged means of building the horizontal 
communion of all those who are in the Church. Union with 
Christ creates the communion of Christians.

The Participation of the Faithful in  
Offering the Sacrifice of the Mass
The Common Priesthood of the Faithful

Christ wanted to give His sacrifice of Calvary to His 
Church, so that all the faithful could offer it to the Father 
with Him, through His ordained priests. In theological 
terms, this participation of the faithful in the offering of 
the sacrifice of Christ is an exercise of their royal priest-
hood received from Baptism, and which must be clearly 
distinguished from the ministerial priesthood bestowed 
by the sacrament of Holy Orders, which alone gives the 
power to consecrate the Eucharist in the person of Christ. 
Vatican II, in Lumen gentium 10, teaches:

Though they differ essentially and not only in degree, 
the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministe-
rial or hierarchical priesthood are none the less ordered 
one to another; each in its own proper way shares in the 
one priesthood of Christ. The ministerial priest, by the 
sacred power he enjoys, teaches and rules the priestly 
people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes pres-
ent the eucharistic sacrifice, and offers it to God in the 
name of all the people. But the faithful, in virtue of their 
royal priesthood, join in the offering of the Eucharist. 
They likewise exercise that priesthood in receiving the 
sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness 

19  See Charles Journet, The Mass: The Presence of the Sacrifice 
of the Cross, trans. Victor Szczurek (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s 
Press, 2008), 128. See also 117–32.

20  St. Thomas, ST III, q. 73, a. 3.
21  See St. Thomas, ST III, 73, a. 4.

of a holy life, and by self-denial and active charity.
The common priesthood of the faithful and the minis-

terial priesthood are both ordered towards the Eucharist, 
which is “the fount and apex of the whole Christian life” 
(LG 11), but in two complementary ways. The ministerial 
priesthood makes the Eucharistic sacrifice and Victim pres-
ent through Christ’s words of consecration. Presupposing 
this, all the faithful, through their common priesthood, “of-
fer the Divine Victim to God, and offer themselves along 
with It” (LG 11). Without the ministerial priesthood, the 
Church would never be able to offer the sacrifice of the 
Mass, and thus the faithful would not be able to participate 
in that offering by making the internal offering of their own 
lives in conjunction with the divine Victim on the altar. 
The ordained priest offers the sacrifice of Christ in the 
name of the people and for the people, and he associates 
their interior offering of themselves and of the sacrifices of 
their lives together with Christ’s offering of Himself. By 
being offered to God together with Christ’s sacrifice, the 
sacrifices of the faithful receive an incalculable increase 
in value and dignity. 

For this reason, the priest prays: “Pray, brethren that my 
sacrifice and yours may be acceptable to God, the almighty 
Father.” He says “my sacrifice and yours” for two reasons. 
First it shows that the faithful also offer the sacrifice. But he 
does not say simply “our sacrifice,” in order to distinguish 
the way in which the sacrifice is offered by the ministerial 
priest in the person of Christ, and by the royal priesthood 
of the faithful gathered around him. 

The expression, “royal priesthood” (or common priest-
hood) uses the term “priesthood” in an analogical sense. 
The expression comes from Exodus 19:5–6, in which God 
tells the people of Israel: “If you will obey my voice and 
keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among 
all peoples; for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to 
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Even though 
only the descendants of Aaron were ministerial priests, the 
entire people of Israel exercised a “royal priesthood” by 
which they could offer the interior sacrifice of their heart 
through obedience to God, through faith, hope, and char-
ity, and through interiorly offering themselves to God with 
the ritual victims. This text of Exodus 19 is quoted in 1 
Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness 
into his marvelous light.” The whole Church is spoken 
of as having a royal priesthood, because Christ gave His 
sacrifice to the whole Church to be her dowry and great-
est treasure. All the faithful share in Christ’s priesthood, 
in the sense that they are called to offer up the interior 
holocaust of their hearts in union with the sacrifice of the 
Sacred Heart of Christ made present on our altars in the 
holy Mass, and, together with the immaculate Victim, to 
call down blessings upon men. 
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Participation of the Faithful in the Mass
Pius XII explains the participation of all the faithful in 

offering the sacrifice of the Mass in Mediator Dei 80–81:
It is, therefore, desirable, Venerable Brethren, that all 
the faithful should be aware that to participate in the 
eucharistic sacrifice is their chief duty and supreme 
dignity, and that not in an inert and negligent fashion, 
giving way to distractions and day-dreaming, but with 
such earnestness and concentration that they may be 
united as closely as possible with the High Priest, ac-
cording to the Apostle, “Let this mind be in you which 
was also in Christ Jesus.”[80] And together with Him 
and through Him let them make their oblation, and in 
union with Him let them offer up themselves.
It is quite true that Christ is a priest; but He is a priest 
not for Himself but for us, when in the name of the 
whole human race He offers our prayers and religious 
homage to the eternal Father; He is also a victim and 
for us since He substitutes Himself for sinful man. Now 
the exhortation of the Apostle, “Let this mind be in you 
which was also in Christ Jesus,” requires that all Chris-
tians should possess, as far as is humanly possible, the 
same dispositions as those which the divine Redeemer 
had when He offered Himself in sacrifice: that is to say, 
they should in a humble attitude of mind, pay adoration, 
honor, praise and thanksgiving to the supreme majesty 
of God. Moreover, it means that they must assume to 
some extent the character of a victim, that they deny 
themselves as the Gospel commands, that freely and of 
their own accord they do penance and that each detests 
and satisfies for his sins. It means, in a word, that we 
must all undergo with Christ a mystical death on the 
cross so that we can apply to ourselves the words of St. 
Paul, “With Christ I am nailed to the cross.”

Pius XII returns to the theme of the interior offering of 
the faithful in Mediator Dei 98–99:

In order that the oblation by which the faithful offer the 
divine Victim in this sacrifice to the heavenly Father 
may have its full effect, it is necessary that the people 
add something else, namely, the offering of themselves 
as a victim. . . . For the Prince of the Apostles wishes 
us, as living stones built upon Christ, the cornerstone, 
to be able as “a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual 
sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ” (1 Pt 2:5). 
St. Paul the Apostle addresses the following words of 
exhortation to Christians . . . , “I beseech you therefore, 
. . . that you present your bodies, a living sacrifice, holy, 
pleasing unto God, your reasonable service” (Rom 
12:1). . . . With the High Priest and through Him they 
offer themselves as a spiritual sacrifice, . . . and each 
one should consecrate himself to the furthering of the 
divine glory, desiring to become as like as possible to 
Christ in His most grievous sufferings.

This is the principal meaning of the Second Vatican 
Council’s call that the faithful participate more actively 
and deeply in the liturgy. I think it is fair to say that this 
internal participation in the sacrifice of the Mass has not 
been sufficiently emphasized and taught in recent years.22 
The faithful are to place on the paten and in the chalice an 
internal and mystical offering of themselves, their hearts, 
the trials and joys of their lives, and offer them up to God 
the Father, together with the offering of the immaculate 
sacrifice of Christ Himself through the hands of the priest. 
This beautiful practice of traditional Catholic piety can 
be made at every moment of our lives in a spiritual com-
munion. However, it is the summit of Christian prayer to 
formalize this sacrifice of our lives by offering ourselves 
together with Christ in the Offertory and in the Canon of 
the Mass, especially in the moment of the consecration and 
elevation; and finally in our own communion.

The Second Vatican Council reiterated this teaching. Lu-
men gentium 11 states: “Taking part in the Eucharistic Sac-
rifice, which is the fount and apex of the whole Christian 
life, they [the faithful] offer the Divine Victim to God, and 
offer themselves along with it.”23 Presbyterorum ordinis 5 
teaches likewise: “Thus the Eucharistic Action, over which 
the priest presides, is the very heart of the congregation. 
So priests must instruct their people to offer to God the 
Father the Divine Victim in the Sacrifice of the Mass, and 
to join to it the offering of their own lives.” 

The Church here is also teaching us that our participa-
tion in the Eucharist is deeply linked to the mystery of 
suffering in union with Christ. We are to offer ourselves 
to God as “victims” of propitiation, together with Christ 
immolated on the altar. One of the most profound truths 
revealed to us by our glorious Catholic faith is the secret 
of sanctifying suffering in union with Christ’s Passion. 
There is no suffering so great that it cannot be joined by 
us to those of Christ, and thereby made such that we can 
bear it together with Him. This uniting of our sufferings 
to those of Christ can be done in simple prayer whenever 
suffering comes our way. However, the most efficacious 
way of joining our sufferings to Christ’s is through the 
Holy Sacrifice of the Mass 

Furthermore, we unite ourselves with the divine Victim 
not only in the pain of our lives, but in every act of fidel-
ity to the Christian life, even the most joyous. There is 
no reality in the Christian life (except sin) that cannot be 
united to the Eucharist. 

This uniting of the sufferings and affections of our heart 
with those of Christ concerns both dimensions of the 

22  On the correct understanding of the notion of participation by the 
faithful, see Joseph Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy (San Francisco, 
Ignatius Press, 2000), 171–77.

23  My italics. See also Sacrosanctum concilium 48: “Offering the 
immaculate victim, not only through the hands of the priest but also 
together with him, they should learn to offer themselves.”
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Eucharist as Sacrifice and as Sacrament. We are to unite 
ourselves with Christ both in the offering of His Immacu-
late Sacrifice to God the Father, and in receiving the fruit 
of that Sacrifice in Holy Communion.

And whenever we cannot attend Mass or receive Holy 
Communion, we can still frequently offer the sacrifice of 
the altar in a spiritual way on the altars of our hearts, unit-
ing ourselves to all the sacrifices of the Mass celebrated 
throughout the Catholic world. In the same way, we can 
make frequent spiritual communions throughout the day, 
uniting the love and sorrow of our hearts with the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus. These prayers are of great value in increas-
ing our desires for Christ in the Eucharist, and in enhancing 
our dispositions for receiving fruit from the Eucharistic 
sacrifice and from Communion.

Our participation in Christ’s priestly office also has an 
essential social dimension. We ought to offer up not only 
our own sacrifices, but also those of all our brothers, desir-
ing to present them to God as a propitiation for sin in union 
with Christ. We can offer up vicariously the sufferings of 
those who do not know the purpose of suffering, offering 
the hearts of all men to God, and especially our family 
members, friends, associates, etc. Likewise, we must plead 
for grace for all, especially those most closely tied to us. 
And there is no better means than the sacrifice of the Mass, 
in which our holy desires are immolated together with the 
Sacred Heart of the Redeemer. The prophet Daniel was 
called by the angel Gabriel “a man of desires” (Dan 9:23). 
We must all become “men of holy desires” thirsting for 
souls and for the glory of God in the Sacrifice of the Mass.

It can be seen that the greater the inner participation of 
the faithful in Christ’s sacrifice, through faith, hope, and 
charity, and all the supernatural virtues, the greater will 
be their contribution in the offering of Christ’s sacrifice in 
the Mass, and thus the greater will be their glorification of 
God, and the personal fruit derived from the Mass, enrich-
ing the Church. As Pius XII teaches in Mediator Dei 102:

All the elements of the liturgy, then, would have us 
reproduce in our hearts the likeness of the divine Re-
deemer through the mystery of the cross, according to 
the words of the Apostle of the Gentiles, “With Christ 
I am nailed to the cross. I live, now not I, but Christ 
liveth in me” (Gal 2:19-20). Thus we become a victim, 
as it were, along with Christ to increase the glory of 
the eternal Father.

The liturgy, in the old form of the Roman Pontifical for 
the consecration of an altar, set forth this inner sacrifice 
of the faithful with which Holy Mother Church desires us 
to approach her altars: “At this . . . altar let innocence be 
in honor, let pride be sacrificed, anger slain, impurity and 
every evil desire laid low, let the sacrifice of chastity be 
offered in place of doves, and instead of the young pigeons 

the sacrifice of innocence.”24 These are the spiritual sacri-
fices of the faithful that Holy Church wishes to be joined 
to the immaculate Sacrifice of her Redeemer.

24  Roman Pontifical, Consecration of an altar, Preface, cited in 
Mediator Dei 100.


