
Explaining the Eucharist (IX): The Peace

The sign of peace

Whether in the sunny Mediterranean or in foggy Albion, the sign of peace in my experience has become a
cheerful, “popular” moment when silence and order are put aside for a moment. Even in the “soundest”, even
in  the  most  solemn and sober  churches,  the  sign  of  peace  means  moments  of  buzzing  and kisses  and
handshakes and hand-waves … and lots of smiling. We shall try to discover when and how this ceremony
has found its way into the Mass. But let’s start with an even more important question: what is peace?

εἰρήνη – pax – peace – שולום

Both S. Augustine of Hippo (in De Civ. Dei xix, 12,14) and S. Thomas Aquinas (in Summa IIa IIae, q. 29, a.
2) teach that “all things desire peace.” Indeed, in the Holy Scriptures peace, this deepest desire of every
creature, is not simply an absence of war or enmity. The Hebrew word for peace shalom means wholeness,
completeness,  perfection.  It  is  associated  with – שולום   well-being,  tranquility,  prosperity and security It
indicates that man lives in harmony with creation, himself and God. Shalom is God’s blessing, a gift of His
grace, and can be translated as peace, blessing, rest, glory, riches, salvation, life.

This shalom was proclaimed at the birth of our Lord (“and on earth peace to men of goodwill” Lk 2, 14), it
has been promised to us (“Peace I leave with you: My peace I give unto you.” Jn 14, 27), made possible in
Christ’s resurrection (in His victory over sickness, suffering, sin and death), and a foretaste of it has been
given to us in the Holy Spirit (“Jesus said therefore to them again: Peace be to you. When He had said this,
He breathed on them; and He said to them: Receive ye the Holy Ghost.” Jn 20, 21-22). But it is clear that this
shalom  cannot be fully ours here on earth. It is both a sign and promise of the Kingdom. The tension of
Christian life, the tension between “already” and “not yet” appears here quite clearly.

These two experiences (“the peace has already been given to us in Christ” and “it is not yet ours”) have
created two different approaches to the ceremony of peace in the Mass. And as always, one is not better than
the other, and only by seeing both in unity can we understand the liturgy more deeply.

Usus antiquior

In the traditional Western rites (for example in the “old” Roman Rite or the Use of Sarum) the ceremony of
peace underlines the “not yet” element of peace. After the  Agnus Dei  but before Communion, the Priest
breaks a small piece off the Host and drops it into the Chalice as symbol of Christ’s resurrection (Body and
Blood are reunited) and prays for peace. The theological message is clear: our peace, our shalom is the fruit
of Christ’s passion and death (Agnus Dei) and is given to us in His resurrection. We shall reach the fullness
of peace only when we reach the fullness of Christ’s life: after death, in our own resurrection. The shalom is
reserved for us in the Kingdom. Here we are  given only a foretaste of it in the Holy Communion, where we
truly receive the risen Lord; but it is indeed only a foretaste, not yet the fullness of peace.

Then the Priest kisses the Altar (the symbol of Christ – and in doing so, the Priest takes the peace directly
from “the lips” of Christ Himself), and gives the kiss of peace to the Deacon, who gives it to the Subdeacon,
and so on and so on. In this interpretation the peace originates from Christ’s presence on the Altar, and
through the Eucharistic congregation,  it  reaches every individual.  In reality,  the peace is not  exchanged
between those present, but it is exchanged between the risen Lord and each person present at the Mass.

We know that in Rome around the 8th century, and in some Oriental rites even today, during the three days of
Easter (Holy Saturday,  Easter Sunday,  Easter Monday) Christians would greet each other with a kiss of
peace, saying: “Christ is risen” with the answer: “He is risen indeed.” This shows how deeply resurrection
and peace were connected.

If you ever visit one of the Catacombs, you will note that the most frequent inscription on the tombs is
“peace.” This “peace” is not “repose” but the “shalom:” peace, blessing, rest, glory, riches, salvation, life – as
I mentioned above. They who died in Christ have finally reached it. Reached it all, in its fullness. This is
what we mean by the prayer “May they rest in peace.”



Common Worship

Common Worship (and how it is celebrated at LSM) is an excellent example for the “already” approach to
peace. A very early witness, Justin Martyr (+165) in his First Apology (chapter 65) writes about the Mass:
“Having ended the Prayers (today we would call them the Intercessions), we salute one another with a kiss.”
As early then as in the 2nd century, S. Paul’s words “Salute one another with a holy kiss.” (1Cor 16, 20) are
already practised in a set liturgical form. But this is not a simple greeting, an act of courtesy, a kind gesture.
There is a deep theology behind it.

Let us read St. Paul’s words in their context. He writes: “Salute one another with a holy kiss. The salutation
of me Paul, with my own hand. If any man love not our Lord Jesus Christ, let him be anathema, maranatha.
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. My charity be with you all in Christ Jesus. Amen.” (1 Cor
16, 20-24) What are the main elements of this short text? Paul as Apostle, love and faith in Christ, grace,
charity. In other words: S. Paul writes about the Church founded by Jesus Christ on the Apostles’ teaching,
vivified by grace and love,  practising charity,  believing in the  risen Christ.  This  is  the exact  setting of
shalom. Those who are in this Church, with all these characteristics, are already partakers of the shalom. If
you believe in Christ, love Him, adhere to the Apostles’ teaching, are in unity with them (Bishops), and
practise charity – well, then the shalom is already yours. 

And this is exactly what is expressed in the ceremony of peace, when we offer one another a sign of peace. It
is not politeness. We confess that the Kingdom, the shalom, is between us who are gathered in Christ’s name,
believing  in  Him,  under  the  authority  of  the  Bishop,  loving  God  and  one  another.  The  Church,  the
community of the redeemed, manifests itself when we exchange a sign of peace. We express our deep unity:
we are one body, we are Christ’s Body, we are His risen Body – His life is in us, His peace is in us. That’s
why buzzing and kisses and handshakes and hand-waves and smiling are all fine: we rejoice over what we
have been given in Christ, over the fact that we are members to His Body, over the fact that those around us
are members of his Body, too. As the Apostle says: “Rejoice in the Lord alway: and again I say, rejoice .”
(Phil 4, 4)

So far I have written about the two fundamental concepts of peace: “already” and “not yet”; and how it has
led to two different approaches to the ceremony of peace in the Mass. In any eucharistic liturgy you will find
that the ceremony of peace is either somewhere before the Offertory (as at LSM), or before the Communion
(as in the Roman rite). There is one exception though: in the Roman Church one of the most important
dioceses is the Archdiocese of Milan. Established in the 1st century, it gave several Roman Pontiffs to the
Church (two in the last century), and today more than five million Catholics live in it. The diocese has its
own rite, the so-called Ambrosian Rite - probably a very ancient form of the Roman rite influenced by the
since-extinguished Gallican rite. Italians are well known for loving the best of everything life can offer: art,
food, nature, beauty - and evidently liturgy too, because in the Ambrosian Rite they have two ceremonies of
peace: one before the Offertory, and one before Communion. As an Italian saying of Latin origins has it:
“Meglio abbondare che scarseggiare” – it is better to abound than to lack. And how could we at LSM, with
our one- and-a-half-hour High Mass on every Sunday, blame them?

Talking of LSM: you may well have noticed that when we celebrate a Requiem Mass for the dead, we omit,
following an ancient tradition, the ceremony of peace (together with the final blessing at the end of the
Mass). This article is too short to write about the theology of the Mass, but we must recall briefly into our
minds that in the Mass Christ, through the priest, applies the fruits of His redemption to the living and to the
faithful departed. Christ, who died for all on the Cross, now in the Mass offers Himself and His one and only
Sacrifice to the Father, through the priest, for many, as He Himself said during the Last Supper. In other
words: the redemption that became accessible to all on the Cross, now in the Mass is applied to many, that is
to all those who come to Christ (living or departed). Every Mass is offered for the whole Church (the faithful
departed included), but in a Requiem Mass the Church prays with particular intensity for the dead. Omitting
the peace and the final blessing is a symbol: as if, out of charity, we “renounce” any benefit from the Mass,
“renounce” applying its fruits to ourselves. Instead, we “leave” everything to the dead, so that they can
benefit from it more fully. It is only a symbol; in reality by being present we too benefit from the Mass, even
though it is offered for the dead. Still this is a traditional and moving expression of the bonds of charity
between ourselves (the Church militant) and the faithful departed who constitute the Church expectant in
Purgatory.



Some more words on the rite we follow at LSM: I am sure that this is “old news” for most of you, but a
priest must bring out both new and old treasures (Matt. 13.52), so it is good to remind ourselves time to time
of things we already know.

When we exchange the sign of peace before the Offertory, let us think about the words of the Gospel: “If
therefore thou offer thy gift at the altar, and there thou remember that thy brother hath anything against thee;
leave there thy offering before the altar, and go first to be reconciled to thy brother, and then coming thou
shalt offer thy gift.” (Matt. 5.23-24)

Again, this article is too short to examine in detail how our Lord says “If thy brother hath anything against
thee” and not “If thou hast done anything against thy brother.” Sometimes it is not our fault if somebody has
something against us. When we do not live in peace and charity with our neighbours, our Christian duty is
reconciliation  rather  than  judging  who  is  responsible  and  to  what  extent  for  that  situation.  I  am  not
encouraging you to leave during the Mass, but while we greet with the sign of peace the nice people around
us, we might want to ask God to bring peace to those who do not wish peace to us, and to those to whom we
are not (yet) ready, able or willing to wish peace 

The word “peace” in the Liturgy gives us the occasion to reflect on the importance of Bishops in the Church.
Why so? According to an ancient saying (Lex credendi, lex orandi) the Church teaches us through the liturgy.
What she believes to be a truth revealed by God, and thus to be received by faith by us, is reflected in the
liturgy. So what does the Church teach about the Bishops in her liturgy?

On more solemn occasions, the Bishop enters the church with many signs of earthly power and dignity: a
cappa magna, ermine and gold; but on reaching the Altar, the Pontiff is stripped of all this, in front of the
people, and is vested with liturgical garments. Stripped of the old man, the Bishop puts on Him who is the
image of the Creator, Christ Himself (Col 3.9-10). The liturgy begins, and one of the first phrases (in the
traditional rite: the very first audible words) the Bishop says to the people during the Mass is: “Peace be with
you”. These are the exact same words the risen Lord said to His disciples. There is then the Bishop, vested in
Christ, saying Christ’s words: by looking at the Bishop, we look at Christ; by listening to the Bishop, we
listen to Christ; by following the Bishop, we follow Christ.

Against the innovations of the continental Reformers, Anglicans believe in a visible church: the community
of the baptized, sharing the same faith and Sacraments, under the guidance of their Bishop. Against the
innovation of the Reformers,  the Church of England shed her blood to defend her Catholic faith in the
Bishops as successors of the Apostles entrusted with the task of guiding, nurturing, teaching, sanctifying the
Church. The Bishop, as an instrument of Christ, is the source of sacramental life, discipline, sound teaching,
godly life in the Church. If we can greet each other with the sign of peace, if we can gather to celebrate the
Eucharist,  that  is  because  we  have  Bishops.  Let  the  sign  of  peace  then  be  an  occasion  of  prayer  and
thanksgiving for our Bishops, too!

Finally, just a few words on a curious object: the Pax Brede. Because of concerns over the sexual, social and
health implications of actual kissing, during the Middle Ages the kiss of peace between priest and people was
replaced by each in turn kissing a sometimes very elaborate and expensive, sometimes very simple wood or
brass image of Jesus or the Blessed Virgin Mary. This image is the Pax Brede or simply Pax. The person
holding the Pax said “Pax tecum - Peace be with you” and received the response “Et cum spiritu tuo - And
with thy spirit.” It is still in use in some places in the so- called Tridentine Mass. It is first mentioned in 1248
in the statutes of the Archbishop of York, so we can assume it was an English invention.


