
Explaining the Eucharist (X): The Offertory

The Mass cannot be understood without the notion of sacrifice and offering. So before we can
explore  the  parts  of  the  Mass  which  follow the  sign  of  peace,  we  must  study the  concept  of
“sacrifice”, which is not an easy one because it raises many difficult questions. Did Jesus come so
that He could suffer the most shameful and painful death? Did His passion and death please the
loving Father (all that pain and blood to satisfy God)? Did the Father put our sins on His innocent
Son so that He could punish Him and crush Him together with our sins? And how is the Mass a
sacrifice? Are we perpetuating the horrors of Calvary? And how can we say we benefit from it? 

The main problem is that our concept of sacrifice is negative: in everyday language it means giving
up, losing something valuable. But in the Bible sacrifice is simply how we satisfy our four principal
duties towards God. Since God created us, He is our sovereign Lord to whom we owe everything.
What we are and what we have is all His. The first and the highest duty of man, therefore, is to hand
ourselves over, to surrender to God. We go before Him and say to Him: here I am, all Thine. And
this is what we properly call  latreia  or adoration: “the supreme act of worship allowed to God
alone.” 

But it is our nature to express ourselves in a “tangible” way. Just think about what happens when
you love somebody. The only important thing is the love you have for that person. Yet it is not
sufficient. This love wants to express itself in a “tangible” way: a word, a gesture, a gift through
which we can show our love and give ourselves. The same is true of adoration: it must be clothed in
sensible, tangible, visible rites, and it  must express our self-offering.  And that is what sacrifice
means. There is nothing negative in it. We offer to God something good and valuable to express our
absolute love, obedience, and self-offering. Sacrifice is a gift of love. 

But God is not only our Lord and Creator, but also the Supreme Good, a loving Father, from whom
all  good  things  come.  Thus  our  other  duties  are  petition  (by  asking  for  things  we  admit  that
everything good comes from Him) and thanksgiving (for all the goods He has ever bestowed on us).
Adoration,  petition,  thanksgiving, all  expressed through sacrifice,  this  external sign of our self-
offering, love, obedience and thankfulness. 

What  about  our  fourth  duty?  Our  fourth  duty  is  atonement,  because  of  our  sins.  But  why is
atonement done (in the Old Testament) through blood-sacrifices? God is the Creator and Supreme
Good, a loving Father, so why should death, pain, blood, destruction and slaughter praise Him?
They do not! But by the very act of slaughtering animals, men acknowledged that they themselves
were deserving of death. They expressly admitted that, should God want to judge them as their sins
deserved, He could in justice inflict death on them. 

However, these bloody sacrifices did not atone for sin in themselves. Destruction, slaughter and
death never please God. If they had any “value”, then it was only because (and only insofar as) they
expressed the sorrow, the intention of satisfaction, the love and the obedience of the offerer. Every
sacrifice took its merit or value from the disposition, from the love and obedience of the person
offering it. 

In the light of all this, we can now try to answer our original questions about Jesus’ sacrifice. Did
Jesus come to die on the Cross? Or did the Father send His Son to die on the Cross? We can say that
Jesus came to offer a sacrifice to the Father. But He came to offer that sacrifice which the Father
really wanted, and which had been denied to Him by Adam and subsequently by us all: that is, a life
lived in perfect love and obedience. Jesus’ whole life, every single act of it was a perfect sacrifice:
because it expressed His self-offering, love, obedience and worship towards the Father. Jesus could
have died a peaceful death in old age, and we would have been no less saved and redeemed. He did



not want the Cross (Luke 22.42). If His love and obedience to God brought on Him the Cross, it
was because we live in a twisted and wounded world where innocent people suffer, babies die, good
people get cancer, and other horrible things happen. Our world is twisted and wounded by the Devil
and by sin. And Jesus accepted His part of this, the Cross, rather than falling short of His love,
obedience  and trust  in  the  Father.  So  Jesus’ true  sacrifice,  the  gift  He offers  to  the  Father,  is
Himself: His life lived in love and obedience. His Passion and the Cross are “simply” the external
signs of this sacrifice. 

Equally, the Father only permitted the Cross, rather than wanting it, and “restrained” Himself from
saving Jesus, so that Jesus could give a full and perfect example of the aforementioned virtues. It
follows then that the Father was not pleased with the passion and death of Jesus. What He was
pleased with were the love and obedience and trust Jesus clearly manifested by His readiness to
accept even the extreme sacrifice of violent death. And this answers our next questions, too. Was the
passion and death of Jesus satisfactory for the Father? Has it appeased His wrath? 

Wrath is part of our human language, but it is not part of God. Wrath means a change of attitude,
but as the New Testament warns us, in God, in “the Father of lights … there is no change nor
shadow of turning.” (James 1.17). God has never ever had or felt wrath! 

It was not the Cross that satisfied divine justice. Think about it like this: sin “stole” something from
God which was His: our love, our obedience, our lives, us. In Christ God “received it all back”, and
even more: because of Christ’s perfect love, God was offered more love than we could ever “steal”
from Him, more than we could ever deny to Him. 

But what about the word “punishment” often used in relation to sin, Christ, and the Cross? It is at
this point that many Christians commit a serious error. They think that “divine justice” required a
punishment. So in His “goodness” the Father punished Jesus instead of us, He put our sins on Him,
and crushed and punished Jesus even if He was really innocent. And by punishing the innocent
Jesus, the Father finally satisfied the requirement of punishment, satisfied His wrath. 

But knowingly and willingly punishing an innocent person for a crime committed by somebody else
is a great injustice; something that God surely cannot be accused of. Again, we need a different
approach. 

As Saint Paul teaches us: “the wages of sin is death.” (Romans 6.23) Both physical and eternal
death. By sinning, we brought death on ourselves; it was not God’s punishment. Christ came not to
be punished in our stead, but to heal our wounds, to save us from what we ourselves inflicted on
ourselves, to lead us back to God. Physical death – or at least death as human beings experience it
now (from which before the sin of Adam, the human race was immune as a  special,  so-called
“praeternatural” gift) - has been transformed into the gate of Heaven, even if it has retained some
aspects of punishment. (“Death,  where is thy sting?”) And eternal death? This has simply been
abolished as an act of mercy (though not automatically, but only in the forgiveness of sins: through
baptism, confession, or in some cases simply through contrition). Thus God’s mercy and justice
shine up in perfect harmony in the work of our redemption: stolen love has been restored, death has
been conquered. So, yes, Jesus’ death was satisfactory: but not because of the pain, suffering, blood,
death, Cross, but because of what they symbolise: Christ’s unconditional, perfect self-offering in
love and obedience.

For various reasons, it is not easy to write about the Offertory. Originally, this was the simplest part
of the Mass, yet it has become one of the most elaborate rites; the theological importance of the
Offertory is almost non-existent; and contrary to what its name and the whole rite suggest, we offer
nothing in the Offertory. Well, almost nothing. But let’s start at the beginning. 

The whole Offertory exists because of a simple, practical need: bread and wine must somehow find



their way to the altar. Indeed, at the very beginning, as far as we can know, the Offertory consisted
in people bringing up bread and wine, handling it to the deacon who, together with the bishop (or
priest),  kept some for the Eucharist,  and destined the rest for the poor. In the primitive Church
people brought the bread and wine necessary for the Eucharist from home. Sometimes, as we know
from the  letters  of  S.  Paul,  they brought  other  things,  too,  either  for  the  fellowship-meal  that
followed the Eucharist, or for the poor. 

We know that in the catacombs there was a “Prothesis”, a small side-altar of preparation on which
people  placed  their  offerings.  These  offerings  had a  triple  goal.  First,  they served for  practice
charity:  the food placed here was designated for the poor and the clergy.  Secondly,  they had a
sacrificial character: following the example of the Old Testament, people offered the first fruits of
their activities to God as an act of thanksgiving. Thirdly, from this table the clergy chose the bread
and wine for the Eucharist. Probably things were not as smooth as we might imagine, so in the 4th
century the Church had to regulate very clearly what could, and what could not be placed on the
Prothesis. 

When  the  number  of  Christians  increased,  and  thus  more  people  received  Communion,  and
consequently more people brought bread and wine to church, their approaching the Altar needed to
be organised, and kept in good order. This practical effort gave birth to the first processions during
the Offertory. Initial silence during the procession was replaced by the singing of various psalms (S.
Augustine of Hippo offers the first written testimony to this practice), and as often happens in the
liturgy, the sometimes-long psalms were later reduced to one or two verses. This happened around
the 11th century, and this is what we still do at LSM: the priest reads (or the choir sings) a short
verse of a psalm before the Offertory. 

But as Dom Gregory Dix (a 20th-century Anglican monk and liturgist) writes: “From before the end
of the first century the Offertory was understood to have a meaning of its own” and it received an
ever longer and ever richer ritual, both in the Western and Eastern churches. It was not any more
about placing the necessary bread and wine on the Altar. 

In the Eastern churches bread and wine are prepared before the Mass (with the use of liturgical
spear, incense and many prayers), and brought to the Altar in a truly spectacular procession. You
can find some beautiful videos explaining the preparation of bread and wine (just search the word
Proskomedia), and the procession of presenting them at the Altar (search “Great Entrance Orthodox
Liturgy”). The gifts (simple bread and wine) thus prepared are regarded as sacred, because set apart
for God; hence all the signs of reverence (such as veils, incense, prostration) surrounding them. Up
until  a  few  decades  ago,  in  the  Duomo  of  Milan  (which  still  has  its  own  rite,  the  so-called
Ambrosian rite) bread and wine were brought up to the Altar by elderly men and women dressed in
white tunics who were holding the gifts with a white fanon (a piece of silken cloth), so that hey did
not touch them with their bare hands. 

In the Western church (with the exception of rites following the Gallican usage, for example the
Dominicans  or  Blackfriars),  bread  and wine  are  brought  to  the  altar,  and prepared,  during  the
Offertory, just before the Eucharistic prayer. As in the Eastern rites, incense is used (alas, no spear!)
and some prayers. These prayers ask God to accept the gifts, sanctify them, change them into the
Body and Blood of His Son and give us in return the grace of Communion. 

It is clear from the history of the liturgy that the Offertory, this originally simple and practical part
of the Mass, slowly became an essential part of the whole Eucharist, and not only that: more clearly
than any other part of the Mass it expresses a deep theological truth, that in the Mass we offer a
Eucharistic and sacramental sacrifice to God. Dom Gregory Dix, then, is quite correct when he
writes that without the Offertory we would completely misunderstand the Eucharist.  Indeed, for
Martin Luther, who could not stand the Catholic notion of Eucharistic sacrifice, the Offertory “stank
of oblation”, so he abolished it altogether, just as it was abolished in the 1552 Book of Common



Prayer by Thomas Cranmer. But the Church of England, after some serious studies of the Church
Fathers and the first Christian liturgies, brought back a simple form of the Offertory in the 1662
BCP, giving testimony to her Catholic faith. 

So, what is offered in the Offertory? There are two answers to this question: nothing and everything.

Strictly speaking we do not offer anything in the Offertory. It is still only a ritual setting apart of
some bread and wine for the Eucharist. Since the death of Christ on the Cross, there is no other
offering either acceptable or necessary in the sight of God. Christ’s sacrifice, offered once for all, is
a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice. Even the various offerings, sacrifices and oblations of the Old
Testament, prescribed by God Himself, lost their right to exist, and would not be accepted, had not
they ceased to exist anyway with the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem. 

Indeed, in the whole Mass there is only one offering, only one oblation, and it happens during the
Eucharistic prayer, not in the Offertory: Christ, through the Church, in the person of the celebrating
priest, offers Himself to the Father. The Church offers to the Father the Lamb who had been killed
but has risen and lives for ever to intercede for us (Hebrews 7.25). 

The Sacrifice of the Cross is offered – not in the sense of repetition or supplying a lack, but in the
sense that: 

- the same Christ  who was present on the Cross is now present on the altar,  hidden under the
appearance of bread and wine; 

- as His body and blood were on the Cross, now in the same way bread and wine are separated; 

- He offers Himself with the same love as He did on the Cross; 

- He offers Himself with the same intention as He did on the Cross: that is, offering to God His
whole life, love, and obedience for the remission of sins and the redemption of sinners. 

In the previous article we saw that the true sacrifice is not the visible sign (in this case: Christ’s
death on the Cross) but what is expressed by it (in this case: Christ’s absolute and perfect love). And
this is exactly what is offered in the Mass: the true sacrifice of the Cross – not the blood shedding
(“Christ dieth no more” Romans 6.9), not the pain or sufferings, but the living Christ present on the
Altar with His absolute and perfect love for the Father and us, and all this sacramentally linked to
the Cross by the separation of bread and wine. 

But if nothing except for the living, glorious Christ and His love is offered in the Mass, and it is
offered during the Eucharistic prayer, then isn’t the Offertory simply a big, meaningless fuss, and
was not Luther right? 

Well,  no.  There is  a reason why a long and complex Offertory developed so early both in the
Western and Eastern Church. There is a reason why Dom Gregory Dix says that the Offertory is the
key to understanding the whole Eucharist. As I said, strictly speaking nothing is offered during the
Offertory, and later in the Mass the living Christ alone is offered to the Father – what else, indeed,
could  possibly be  acceptable  to  God after  the  perfect  sacrifice?  But  Christ  does  not  want  His
Church, us, to come into God’s presence with empty hands – so through the Church, in the person
of the priest, at every Mass, He makes His perfect sacrifice ours. He not only allows but explicitly
invites us to join all we are and all we have into His sacrifice, and present it to the Father. The dead
for whom we want to pray, our needs and worries, our joys and sorrows, our families and friends
and even our  enemies,  the  gifts  of  God’s  goodness  and the  fruits  of  our  labour,  anything and
everything, but most importantly: ourselves. This is why the Church has always celebrated the Mass
daily. The solemn processions, clouds of incense, long hymns, elaborate rituals and endless prayers
during the Offertory are  the manifestations  of the Church’s  joy over  God’s  gifts,  over Christ’s



redeeming sacrifice, over our being acceptable to God. 

We should therefore use the Offertory prayerfully. Whether we sing a hymn, or listen to and answer
the priest’s offertory prayers, or are given moments of silence because the priest says the prayers in
an inaudible voice (those who come to Low Masses celebrated by me experience it often) we must
present  ourselves,  our  prayers,  needs,  worries,  thanksgivings,  joys,  loved  ones  to  God.  In  this
moment the bread and wine on the altar symbolise and represent us, our intentions, our prayers, and
are waiting to be transformed into Christ’s perfect sacrifice of love.

Old prayer books have a list of those we should pray for. Whilst we may not always want  to follow
this list, it can be of some help from time to time, along with our own intentions:

“Be mindful, O Lord, if it please Thee, of the living:

1) of myself, my parents, siblings, relatives, friends;

2) of all those I have scandalised, offended, did not help, did not love  enough;

3) of those who have helped me with spiritual or material goods;

4) of every priest;

5) of my enemies so that I can forgive them;

6) of those who have abandoned Thee or Thy Church, that they may  return to Thee;

7) of all the dying and those who will die today;

8) of all who have asked me to pray for them, and of all Thou wouldest that I pray for.

 “Be also mindful, O Lord, of the dead:

1) of my parents, brothers, sisters, relatives, friends;

2) of those whom, though I could have, I did not call to Thee while they were living;

3) of those who helped me with spiritual or material goods;

4) of every priest;

5) of those who have none to pray for them; 

6) of those who in life were entrusted to my care; 

7) of those who died suddenly or unprepared;

8) of all the holy souls in Purgatory.”


