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ENDED

After the blessing, the deacon or the priest  
dismisses the people with the words:
Ite, missa est (Go, you are sent forth).

These words help us to grasp the relationship  
between the Mass just celebrated

and the mission of Christians in the World….

The People of God might be helped  
to understand more clearly

 this essential dimension of the Church’s life,
taking the dismissal as a starting point.

Pope Benedict XVI, The Sacrament of Charity, 51

SAM
PLE - 

DO N
OT R

EPRODUCE



THE MASS  
IS NEVER  
ENDED
Rediscovering  

Our Mission to  
Transform the World

GREGORY F. AUGUSTINE PIERCE

SAM
PLE - 

DO N
OT R

EPRODUCE



THE MASS IS NEVER ENDED (revised edition)
Rediscovering Our Mission to Transform the World
Gregory F. Augustine Pierce

Foreword by Paul Canavese
Cover and Text Design by Andrea Reider

Copyright © 2007, 2023 Gregory F. Augustine Pierce

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotes are from the 
Contemporary English Version (CEV) of the Bible, translated by 
John Bowden, © 1995. Scripture quotes from The Message: Catholic-
Ecumenical Edition, by Eugene H. Peterson, ©2023. Used with 
permission, all rights reserved.

“The Litany of Work” by David and Angela Kauffman, © 1992, 
used with permission of ACTA Publications. “Eucharistic Prayer” 
from The Experience of Jesus as Lord by Edward Schillebeeckx, © 
1980, used by permission of Crossroad Publishing. 

Published by ACTA Publications, Chicago, Illinois (800) 397-2282, 
www.actapublications.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or 
mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any 
information storage and retrieval system, including the Internet, 
without permission from the publisher. Permission is hereby given 
to use short excerpts with proper citation in reviews and marketing 
copy, church bulletins and handouts, and scholarly papers.

ISBN: 978-0-87946-723-4
Library of Congress Number: 2023933510
Printed in the United States of America by Total Printing Systems
Year 30 29 28 27 26 25 24 23
Printing 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 First
Text printed on 30% post-consumer recycled paper.

CONTENTS

A
Foreword • vii

Introduction • 1

part one: A Mission Worthy of Our Lives • 7

Vocation and Mission for All • 9
The Way God Would Have Things • 18

Mission Impossible • 26

part two: The Mass as a Sending Forth • 33

The Sending Forth • 35
The Coming Back • 40

Preparing to Be Sent Forth Again • 47
Transubstantiating Our Gifts • 55

Food for the Journey • 60SAM
PLE - 

DO N
OT R

EPRODUCE



T H E  M A S S  I S  N E V E R  E N D E D

vii

part three: The Spirituality of Work • 65

Sustaining the Sending Forth • 67
God and Work • 74
Jesus and Work • 82

The Church and Work • 90
The Christian Spiritual Tradition • 96

Getting into the World • 105
A Spirituality for the Sending Forth • 112

Conclusion • 119

Acknowledgments • 121

appendix one: “The Litany of Work” • 125
appendix two: A Eucharistic Prayer • 129

Foreword

by Paul Canavese, director,  
The Pastoral Center

A
Do any of these statements sound familiar—in your 

family or parish or with young-adults? 

• “I just don’t find Mass relevant to my daily life.”
• “I’m spiritual but not religious.”
• “Mass is boring.”

This book is the perfect place to start to address the 
above statements. The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops has called for a National Eucharistic 
Revival to help us all reflect on the meaning of the Eucha-
rist and the Mass and why they are so important to us. 
And, as Greg Pierce quickly makes clear, our Eucharistic 
liturgy is all about our daily lives. It prepares, supports, 
sustains, and sends each of us to carry on the mission 
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that Jesus gave his disciples, his mission to help make the 
world more as God intended it to be—whether it be in 
our homes, in a classroom, in the workplace, among our 
friends and neighbors, or halfway across the world. This 
mission, which Jesus named the “Kingdom” or “Reign” of 
God, is not exclusively or even primarily a job for vowed 
religious, priests, bishops, or popes; it is for all of us lay-
people who spend most our time living and working out-
side the walls of local churches.

In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI suggested that the best 
way to understand the Mass may be through the lens 
of the official Dismissal from Mass. In a way, the pope 
implied, our celebration of the Eucharist exists to prepare 
us for the mission of all Christians. So we gather as a 
community each week (or more often) to recharge, refo-
cus, and refuel. We remember together how Jesus served 
others in self-giving love and told us to do the same. If 
this is boring, if this is not spiritual, if this is not relevant, 
then we must be doing something very wrong.

After Pope Benedict’s resignation, Cardinal Jorge Ber-
goglio, SJ, of Argentina gave a challenging, prophetic, 
four-minute speech on a similar theme that set him on 
the path to becoming Pope Francis.

Gathering with the other cardinals who would soon 
elect him pope, Cardinal Bergoglio emphasized that 

the Church exists to “come out of itself,” to go out to the 
margins of society a spread the Good News. He recalled 
Revelation 3:20, in which “Jesus says that he is standing 
at the threshold and calling. Evidently, the text refers to 
the fact that he stands outside the door and knocks to 
enter.... But at times, I think that Jesus may be knocking 
from the inside, that we may let him out.” An unhealthy 
Church, the future Pope Francis continued, has us try to 
keep Jesus inside, just for ourselves, rather than, as Saint 
Theresa of Avila taught us to pray, to become Christ’s 
“eyes, ears, hands, and feet” in the world.

The Catholic Church teaches that Christ is truly 
present in the Eucharist. And, as they say, “We are what 
we eat.” So after Communion, as we exit into the park-
ing lot and re-enter the world after each Mass, we bring 
Jesus within us, giving us strength, wisdom, and perhaps 
an occasional kick in the pants to do the right thing (even 
when it’s hard). Fortunately, the door will be open again 
for us next week, after we renew our commitment to the 
mission, so we can be sent forth again at the end of that 
Mass.

As Greg Pierce puts it, Catholics do not go to Mass, 
we come back to Mass from having been sent to love and 
serve the Lord. The first thing we do is admit “what we 
have done” and “what we have failed to do,” which is to 
help bring about God’s will on Earth as it (already) is in 
Heaven.SAM
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Introduction

A
If we get the Dismissal Rite right, we get the Mass right.

And if we get the Mass right, we get it all right.

Why is this book Catholic, and why is it (mostly) 
for laypeople? 

It is obviously not just we lay Catholics who yearn 
for happiness, holiness, and fulfillment. And Catholics 
are not the only ones who need mission, community, and 
spirituality in our lives. In fact, much of what is written 
here I have learned in collaborating with my fellow Chris-
tians belonging to other denominations and from those 
of other faith traditions entirely.

Mission, community, and spirituality are basic human 
needs, and all people—even those who profess no reli-
gious beliefs at all—seek to fulfill them. This is so true 
that I have learned to speak of these matters in broad 
ecumenical and interfaith language and will continue 
to do so. But as a lifelong Catholic who appreciates the 
richness of Catholic tradition on these issues, I glory in 

When I first read The Mass Is Never Ended, I knew I 
had found a “new way of seeing” the Mass, one that I had 
never considered before. The Pastoral Center has taken 
this approach and adapted it into a “Teaching Mass” 
script for parish use, especially during the Revival. Now 
I am honored to write the Foreword to this new edition 
of Greg’s book, and I offer it to you in the spirit in which 
it was written: the spirit of the Dismissal, the “Sending 
Forth” that ends each and every Mass we ever attend.
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the opportunity to address my fellow Catholics directly, 
using our history, language, and symbols to illuminate my 
points. Most of all I appreciate the opportunity to con-
sider in depth the richness of our liturgy in supporting 
our mission, community, and spirituality. If others wish to 
peek over our shoulders or listen in on our conversation, 
they are welcome. But this will be a Catholic book.

My work is important to me, and your work probably 
is to you. It is what most of us do during most of our 
waking time. By work, I do not mean paid employment, 
although for many of us our jobs are a huge part of the 
work we do. By work, I mean anything that is not “not-
work.” Sleeping, for example, is not work for most of us, 
but I guess it could be for some. Going to the beach with 
little kids may be a vacation, but any of us who have done 
it know that there can be considerable work involved. We 
all know that leisure and rest and fun and hobbies are 
important—God thought it was so important that the 
Sabbath was decreed—and for the most part these activ-
ities are not work. Work is all our other activity, all that is 
not “not-work.”

In this book, I will argue that work—at least all 
good work—includes all the activity we do to help make 
the world a better place, a place more like the way God 
would have things, what Jesus of Nazareth called the 
kingdom or the reign of God—what my former pastor, 

Fr. Leo Mahon, described as “the way God would have 
things.”

I know this sounds a little pious, and most of us do 
not think or speak about our work like this most of the 
time. Nor, in truth, should we, for it would certainly put 
off some of our friends and colleagues in the workplace. 
When seen as the way we carry out our Christian mis-
sion, however, work takes on a much more noble status. 
It is no longer merely labor or toil or the daily grind. It 
is certainly not some kind of punishment for the sins 
of our forebears or an unfortunate result of the human 
condition. If our work—paid or unpaid, fulfilling or not, 
socially recognized or insignificant—is the primary way 
we help make the world a better place, then it is by defini-
tion important, meaningful, and holy.

Work is the way we Christians carry out a mission that 
is worthy of our lives because it is a mission that was 
given to us by the Son of God himself. While we may 
not always be aware of or even accept this mission, it is 
always there, always calling us, always able to be grasped 
and acted upon. And when we do act upon it, we do so by 
our work in the world.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could realize this at 
all times? What would the world look like if there were 
millions of people running around who viewed their 
primary purpose in life to make this world into a “New 
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Jerusalem,” a place where God’s will is done “on Earth as 
it is in Heaven”? What would we be like, and how would 
we approach all the work we do if we were aware that 
we were doing God’s work as we did our own work? My 
guess is that we would do a lot of things differently; that 
we would be happier, more fulfilled, and have a greater 
sense of accomplishment, no matter what kind of work 
we were doing.

But you say your work is not like that at all, or at least 
not very often. You say your work is difficult or meaning-
less or even evil at times. You quote Chicago newspaper 
columnist Mike Royko (“If work is so great, why do they 
have to pay us to do it?”) or comedian Lily Tomlin (“The 
problem with the rat race is that even if you win, you’re 
still a rat!”).

And how about your fellow workers—your bosses, 
colleagues, employees, competitors? You say they are cer-
tainly not trying to bring about the kingdom of God on 
Earth! Here, too, you may be right, but you may also be 
exaggerating. Maybe some of the people you work with 
are not on the same page, but maybe some of the others 
are just like you, waiting for someone else to be first out 
the church door to take on this crazy mission of trans-
forming the world.

Wouldn’t it be great if those of us who believed in 
this mission could get together once a week (or even more 
often occasionally) to remind ourselves of our mission, to 
reflect on how we are doing, to thank and ask God for 
forgiveness and help, to be strengthened and trained and 

motivated to go back out and give it another try? Even 
better, wouldn’t it be great if our church could design a 
liturgy that would accomplish all this?

The main thesis of this book is that in the Catholic Church 
we already have such a liturgy. It is called the Mass, which 
can be loosely translated as “The Sending Forth.” Specifi-
cally, the Dismissal Rite at the end of Mass is supposed to 
send the entire congregation out into the world: ““Go and 
announce the Gospel of the Lord”; “Go in peace, glorifying 
the Lord by your life”; or simply, “Go in peace.” This means 
we are being called to help carry out the mission of Jesus 
to proclaim and inaugurate the kingdom or reign of God. 
When seen through the lens of the Dismissal, the entire 
Mass is aimed at this sending forth, and every single person 
in the congregation, including the celebrant, is being sent 
on a mission that is truly worthy of his or her life.

How we carry out this mission is primarily through 
our work: on our jobs, with our families, and through our 
community and civic involvement. To accomplish this 
mission, we will need a spirituality that will both raise our 
awareness of the presence of God in our workplace and 
allow that awareness to inform how we will act. I call that 
kind of spirituality “the spirituality of work,” and this book 
concludes with a description of that type of spirituality.

I am a husband and father of three thirty-something 
adults. I am a writer, editor, and publisher, and I own and 
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run a small business. I am active in civic issues and vol-
unteer community organizations. I coached kids’ baseball 
for more than ten years and taught high school religious 
education for seven. All of this is my work, and yours is 
probably very much the same—if not in content, then in 
intensity.

Any insights in this book have been gleaned from 
my now seventy-five-plus years as a baptized Christian, 
husband, and father grappling with what it means to be 
a human being, a believer in a loving God, a disciple of 
Jesus of Nazareth, and a member of the Catholic Church. 
Yet these are not my thoughts alone. I believe they are the 
experience of a large number of followers of Christ over 
the centuries, including those of other denominations, 
who have shared my sense of mission and have encoun-
tered the holy, the sacred, the divine, the transcendent, 
the ultimately meaningful in the midst of—not away 
from—the hustle and bustle of their daily lives. I have 
been helped by many people, especially those connected 
with the National Center for the Laity.

So let us go forth in peace to love and serve the Lord, 
glorifying God with our lives.

Gregory F. Augustine Pierce
Chicago, Illinois

Pentecost Sunday, 2023

part one

A
A Mission Worthy  

of Our Lives

Body and soul, I am marvelously made!
I worship in adoration—what a creation!

You know me inside and out,
you know every bone in my body;

You know exactly how I was made, bit by bit,
how I was sculpted from nothing into something.

Like an open book, 
you watched me grow from conception to birth;

all the stages of my life were spread out before you,
The days of my life all prepared

before I’d even lived one day.

Psalm 139:14-16
(The Message)
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Vocation and  
Mission for All

A
There are two words we laypeople need to redeem 

from misuse and misunderstanding: vocation and 
mission. Actually, they are yin and yang descriptions of 
the same reality: the call to us from God to do something 
with our lives, and the sending forth of us by God to do 
that exact thing.

I realized a long time ago that the vocation and mis-
sion I have are not the vocation and mission I thought I 
didn’t have. Let me explain. When I was about thirteen 
years old, I thought I might “have a vocation.” Back then, 
that meant I thought maybe I should become a priest. So 
I entered the diocesan seminary at age thirteen. At about 
seventeen years old, I thought I might have mission. Back 
then, that meant maybe I should be a foreign missionary. 
So off I went to a college seminary for missionary priests.

It took me until I was about twenty-one years old to 
realize that I was not meant to be either a priest or a mis-
sionary. Thus, I concluded that I had neither a vocation 
nor a mission. Some people were called or sent, I thought, 
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but I was not one of them. I was fine with this decision 
and went out into the world to make my way.

Years later, when I was in my thirties and forties, it 
began to occur to me that perhaps I still did have a voca-
tion and mission—not as a priest or missionary but to a 
secular profession or career. Perhaps I was being called 
or sent to be a community organizer, or a writer, or a 
publisher, or a husband, or a father, or a mentor to young 
adults—all of which I eventually became. After all, the 
church teaches that we are all the Body of Christ, the 
People of God, modern-day disciples, and that the laity 
have special roles to play in and to the world. Maybe my 
vocation/mission was as a layperson.

So I began to talk about it that way for a while, but 
I ran into problems. For one thing, a lot of laypeople did 
not like to talk about their work or their lives as a vocation 
or a mission. I remember learning this from a friend who 
is a garbage collector for the city of Chicago. He was the 
best garbage collector I have met: conscientious, honest, 
intelligent, friendly. He worked primarily to make a living 
and provide for his family, and when suggested that this 
was some kind of mission or call from God, he actually 
laughed at me. He was more than willing to do his job 
and do it well, and he was even willing to agree that his 
work had social value. But he did not need to have his 
work “baptized” with a religious word such as mission or 

vocation. In fact, I think he was a little offended by the 
very idea.

I encountered many other people who did not view 
their work as a calling or mission. Sometimes people hate 
their jobs or their working conditions, and they cannot 
imagine that God wants them to do it. Others feel they 
are making very little contribution to the world by the 
particular work that they do. “I’m just an accountant (truck 
driver, waitress, salesperson, etc.),” they say. Or, even if 
they see some social value to their own work, they name 
plenty of other jobs that don’t have any. Or people are 
unemployed or retired, often not by their own choosing, 
and it seems silly to call that a vocation or mission. All 
these situations seem to lead to the conclusion that some 
people (who have interesting, important, meaningful work) 
have a vocation or mission in life and other people do not, 
which doesn’t seem right somehow.

Then there were those who tried to define vocation 
or mission by “state in life.” Under this idea, you were 
called or sent to be either married (with or without chil-
dren), widowed (with or without children), single (with 
or without children), vowed religious, or ordained. That 
way “everybody” had a vocation. The problem with this 
approach is that some people did not like the state of 
life they were in: Single people wanted to be married, 
married couples wanted to have kids, some religious and 
ordained wanted to be laicized, some laypeople wanted 
to be ordained. I remember commissioning a woman to 
write a book on the joy and beauty of the single life, but 
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then she called me several months later to say she had just 
gotten engaged! And try telling single parents that God is 
calling or sending them forth to raise their kids on their 
own. “Thanks a lot, God!” might be their sarcastic reply.

On top of the feedback people were giving me on the 
question of vocation and mission, my own experience was 
telling me that God was not sitting somewhere holding 
a list with my name on it (or not on it, for that matter) 
with the vocation/mission I was supposed to be following 
clearly listed. For one thing, I obviously had many differ-
ent kinds of work going on in my life. Some of my jobs 
were interesting and fulfilling and socially meaningful, 
and others were not. I was married, divorced, and had no 
children. Then I became happily married and had three 
children in twenty months. Was I called to the married 
and parental state all along, or only when I was successful 
at it?

Finally, I came to the conclusion that the concept 
of mission or vocation was not a useful one in my life. 
If everything that anyone does is a vocation, then it is a 
pretty meaningless concept. If, on the other hand, only 
certain people have a vocation and most don’t, then it is an 
elitist and ultimately not very helpful concept.

Recently, however, I have been working more as a men-
tor with young adults. It strikes me that one of the things 
young people are looking for today is a vocation or mission 

worthy of their lives. They may not articulate this, but as 
they are deciding whether or not to go to college, what to 
study or major in, what kind of job or career they might 
pursue, whether or not they want to get married, what 
kind of person they might want to marry, whether or not 
they might want to have children and how they would 
want to raise their children, where they might want to 
live, how to take care of their aging parents. What they 
are really asking is what the meaning of their particular 
life is…or might be.

This has led me to revisit my own understanding of 
the vocation/mission question, and I finally ask it the 
right way. What I say to myself is this: Is there anything in 
my life that I have always felt called or compelled to do, any 
drive or impulse that I have ultimately been unable to ignore? 
The answer is yes, there is. Ever since I was a young man, 
I have felt the strongest of urges to try to help make the 
world a better place. I don’t know exactly where this feel-
ing comes from. I am sure it is in great part due to my par-
ents and the rest of my family and friends, to my wife and 
children, to my education and the countless books I have 
read, and to what I have learned sitting through literally 
thousands of Masses and religious education classes and 
programs.

I have no other imperative in my life that is as strong 
as this one, except maybe survival and protecting my fam-
ily. It is so strong, in fact, that—for the first time in my 
life—I feel comfortable in calling it a vocation or mission 
from God. I can ignore it, but it does not go away. I am 
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happier when I am following it than when I am not. It 
is something that gives integrity and meaning to all the 
other choices I have and continue to make in my life.

Could it be that I have had this vocation/mission all 
my life and have just never been able to recognize or artic-
ulate it? Could it be that all people have such a calling, 
such a mission worthy of their life, embedded in their 
very soul?

Certainly, people will differ in how they describe their 
vocation/mission. Some might say they are driven to cre-
ating beauty, and everything in their lives revolves around 
that. Others might cite fighting for freedom or justice, or 
pursuing adventure, or sating their intellectual curiosity. 
Some might name developing relations among family or 
friends as their guiding principle, while still others might 
describe their vocation/mission as serving others.

Are all of these the same vocation? I am tempted to 
say that they are, but I don’t want to presume. The key 
element, however, would be that the vocation/mission 
initiates with God and culminates with God as well. It is 
the strength, the inevitability, and the persistence of the 
call or commission that determine its divine origin.

What about vocations/ missions that are not from 
God? What if someone really feels, for example, that his 
or her purpose in life is to make as much money as possi-
ble, and that nothing else matters? But since a vocation/

mission is between us and God, perhaps there is no way 
of ultimately deceiving ourselves on this issue. In other 
words, the only true vocation/mission is the one for 
which we have been given both talent and opportunity 
to follow, and God gives each one of us several vocations/ 
missions during our lifetime that ares truly worthy of our 
lives. We either accept them or we don’t, discern them or 
not. But they are not something we can make up or kid 
ourselves about.

Does everyone have a vocation/mission? I now say 
yes, almost unequivocally. Do we all recognize, under-
stand, and accept that vocation/mission? No, at least not 
on a conscious level. But we may act on it in any case. Is 
everyone’s vocation/mission the same? Not in the sense 
that we would explain or describe it in the same words, 
but certainly in the sense that St. Paul described: “We 
know that God is always at work for the good of everyone 
who loves him. They are the ones God has chosen for his 
purpose, and he has always known who his chosen ones 
would be” (Romans 8:28-29). For how could God’s call-
ings or commissions be at cross-purposes to one another?

This sense of vocation/mission is critical when it 
comes to practicing the spirituality of work, for unless we 
are clear about it, we cannot see how our daily work—
both of the paid and the unpaid variety—serves our 
greater purpose in life. And when it comes time for the 
Dismissal from Mass, we have to know what we are being 
sent forth to do: We are not merely being dismissed to 
go do our various jobs; we are being sent forth to fulfill 
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our shared vocation/mission to help make the world 
more like God—the Father, the Almighty, the maker of 
Heaven and Earth—would have it. That is truly a mission 
worthy of anyone’s life.

A Story about Vocation/Mission

Four stone masons were working on a cathedral:

“I am making a good living,” said the first.
“I am building a cathedral,” said the second.

“I am pursuing my career,” said the third.
“I feel compelled to make beautiful things,” said the fourth.

All four were called by God.
All four were sent by God.

All four fulfilled God’s purpose.
The cathedral was built, it was beautiful,

and the world was a better place because of it.

Questions for Reflection  
and Discussion

1. Is there anything you feel compelled to do, whether 
you have to or not, whether anyone sees it or not? 
What is it? Where do you think that drive comes 
from? Why?

2. How do the various jobs and volunteer activities you 
do fit in with the overall sense of purpose in your life? 
What do you do when you find they don’t?

3. Give an example of a true vocation/mission and an 
example of a false one. Use examples from your own 
life if you have them. How can you tell the difference 
between a true and a false calling? How do you know 
one is from God and the other is not?
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The Sending Forth

A
Near the end of Mass, my three then teens used to 

lean over and ask for the car keys. They want to 
get out and get going as soon as possible. My wife and 
I would tell them, “No, the most important part of the 
Mass is coming. We cannot leave until we have been sent 
forth.” They looked at us with the look only young peo-
ple can muster that silently says, “Whatever,” and wait the 
extra minute or two until the Mass was completely over 
and they can take off.

In some ways, however, the kids had the right idea. 
The point of the Mass is not to hang around church 
afterwards, but to go back to our daily lives renewed and 
recommitted to our mission as followers of Jesus. But in 
other ways, our children would have missed the point of 
the entire Mass if they leave before the Dismissal.

Their mistake was understandable. First, they saw 
many of their elders heading for the exits, some as early 
as right after communion. Second, they had never been 
taught why the Dismissal is such an important part of the 
Mass. And finally, in our parish (and in most churches 
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they have attended), the Dismissal is done in such a 
perfunctory manner that it is hard for anyone to take it 
seriously. (In fact, it is often immediately preceded by a 
mind-numbingly long list of parish announcements.)

But if our three young adults got the real idea behind 
the Dismissal, then they learned why it is such a vital part 
of the Mass and so critical to how they live their lives and 
do their work as thirty-something adults today. The Dis-
missal will have become such an integral part of the their 
work that they will have made it part of their life, which I 
believe all three of them have, in different ways.

The word Mass actually comes from the Latin words for 
the Dismissal, “Ite, missa est,” which mean “Go, we are sent 
forth.” Sometime in church history, some people thought 
this was an important enough part of the liturgy to name 
the entire thing after it. (The word Mass is actually from 
the Latin the Latin verb on which missa is based, mitto, 
mittere, which was originally a military term that had the 
connotation “to throw or to hurl.” Thus we get the modern 
English word missile from the same verb. We also get the 
words mission, missionary, and dismissal. So the Dismissal 
from Mass originally meant that we were being “shot like 
out of a cannon” back into the world to carry out a “mis-
sion” that was central to why we had come together to 
celebrate the Mass in the first place.

What is that mission? It is as amazing as it is obvious 
and misunderstood. It is the very mission on which Jesus 
sent his disciples over two thousand years ago. That mis-
sion is no less than to transform the world into a reality 
much more like the way God would have things.

This mission is, of course, impossible on the face of 
it. Not only is it obvious that we, the “people of God,” 
have not succeeded the entire time we have been on this 
mission, but it is also obvious that we will not succeed in 
accomplishing it in the future. So why even try?

We try because Jesus asked us to try. In the Acts of 
the Apostles, Luke says, “For forty days after Jesus had 
suffered and died, he proved in many ways that he had 
been raised from death. He appeared to his apostles and 
spoke to them about God’s kingdom” (Acts 1:3). Imagine 
that! Of all the things that Jesus could have spoken to his 
disciples about, he picked one thing and one thing only to 
focus on: the coming reign of God, on Earth, as it already 
is in heaven.”

So when we are sent forth from the Mass, we are 
hurled forth to go out and try again to help transform this 
world along the lines God intended and Jesus preached. 
When looked at the right way, as “The Sending Forth,” 
the Mass is the perfect liturgy to help us accomplish this 
“mission impossible.” 

And here is the best part. It doesn’t matter whether 
or not the priest or deacon or liturgist or homilist or pre-
sider or leader of song is clear on this. Of course, if they 
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are, it makes things easier for us. But all we laypeople have 
to do is be aware that the Mass is designed to send us 
forth (back into the world), and it will do its job. That’s 
how brilliant the Mass is.

A Story about the Sending Forth

“This Sunday,” said the presider,
“we are going to honor all those in the congregation

whose primary ministry is out in the world,
helping to make the Earth more like  

the way things are in Heaven,
where God’s will is always done.

Will everyone in the congregation  
who participates in that ministry

please come up around the altar so that  
the rest of us can bless you?”

When all those who participated in the ministry
of the sending forth had come up around the altar,

there was no one left in the pews to bless them.

Questions for Reflection  
and Discussion

1. What are you being sent forth from Mass to do, and 
where are you being sent forth to do it? Be specific. 

That is, do not use the words “to love and serve the 
Lord” to describe the work—both paid and unpaid--
you do and have done.

2. In what ways does your work on your job, with your 
family, and in your community involvement help 
build the kingdom of God on the Earth? In what 
ways does it at time prevent the way God would have 
things from coming to fruition?

3. On a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the full realization 
of the reign of God, where are your efforts on the 
following: your home; your workplace; your neigh-
borhood; your city, state, country; the world? In each 
case, what might you do to raise your score?
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The Coming Back

A
In today’s Catholic liturgy, the Dismissal comes near 

the end of the Mass, immediately after the priest’s final 
blessing. The priest (or deacon) says, ““Go and announce 
the Gospel of the Lord”; “Go in peace, glorifying the Lord 
by your life”; or simply, “Go in peace.”   and we all reply, 
“Thanks be to God.” There is nothing wrong with these 
words in and of themselves, although they lack some of 
the urgency of the Latin, “Ite, missa est,” which can almost 
be translated: “Go, what are you standing around for? Get 
out of here. You are being sent forth to do something. Go 
do it!”

It is unfortunate that the Dismissal is done so poorly 
in most parishes. First, it is often preceded or (even 
worse) immediately followed by a long list of announce-
ments about parish programs and activities. Nothing is 
wrong with this in and of itself, but it does tend to trivi-
alize and lessen the impact of the Dismissal. Second, the 

priest (or deacon) who delivers the words of Dismissal 
often does so in a voice without excitement or conviction, 
and the response of the congregation is almost equally 
uninspired—sounding almost like we are thanking God 
that the Mass is finally finished, rather than for the mis-
sion worthy of our lives on which we have just been sent.

The English words for Dismissal are also unfortunate. 
“Go in peace,” is a fine sentiment, but unless it is carefully 
unpacked, it can sound as bland as, “Let us go and be 
nice people,” or even “Goodbye; have a nice day.” And the 
response “Thanks be to God,” besides being used often 
throughout the Mass, is perhaps not the best reaction to 
being asked to perform an impossible task. “Lord, have 
mercy!” or even, “No, thanks, I tried that, and it didn’t 
work,” might be a more honest response.

But the real problem with the Dismissal is that it is 
often viewed as an isolated act that comes at the end of 
a fairly long liturgy and seems disconnected from what 
went before. The Dismissal should be the culmination 
of all that has happened before it, at Mass, and we and 
our fellow parishioners shouldn’t dream of leaving before 
it occurs. Perhaps the Dismissal shouldn’t even be at the 
end of the Mass, although that is probably too much to 
ask of our liturgists, but at the very least the Dismissal 
should be on everyone’s mind throughout the liturgy, so 
that when it occurs, its significance cannot be missed. Here 
is a look at the Mass through the lens of the Dismissal, as 
if it were the most important part of the Mass.
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Looking through the lens of the Dismissal, Catholics 
would never go to Mass or come to Mass or attend Mass 
or participate at Mass. Except for the very first time, which 
for most of us was in childhood, we Catholics would come 
back to Mass. We are coming back from having been sent 
forth from the previous Mass we attended!

There is no one who is exempt from this mission, 
from the priest and parish staff to every single member 
of the congregation. The mission is not to the parish or 
church or even to parish-sponsored ministries. The mis-
sion is to the world, including our jobs, our families and 
friends, our community and civic involvements. It is by 
virtue of our baptism and confirmation that we have been 
chosen for and accepted this mission. It is not optional, 
nor is it reserved for religious professionals or even the 
especially pious or holy. We are all sent forth, and now we 
are all returning from the mission.

So like the good friends and colleagues in mission 
that we are, we greet one another and sing a song. (Some 
parishes even have greeters at the doors to welcome peo-
ple to Mass. If they had the Dismissal in mind, the greet-
ers would be saying “Welcome back” rather than “Hello” 
or “Good Morning.”) Because our mission is important 
and because we know that the Mass is directly related 
to helping us carry it out, most of us would be on time 
most of the time. Having been in the “mission fields” for 
a while, we would know the importance of a liturgy that 

was designed to celebrate our (few) victories and lick the 
wounds of our (many) failures. We would also know that 
we were going to be sent forth in an hour or so to carry 
out exactly the same mission we have been on all week, so 
we need all the help we can get before we go.

We finish the opening hymn, the presider welcomes 
us and reads a short prayer, and then we get our first 
reminder that we are going to be sent forth again. The 
priest suggests that we have all failed in some way, and we 
all agree. There is no show of hands for those who have 
sinned and those who have not. We each admit that we 
have failed in many ways, “in what I have done, and in 
what I have failed to do.” Through the lens of the Dis-
missal, the main thing we have “failed to do” is to bring 
about that kingdom of God we were sent forth to help 
inaugurate. Oh, we may have tried. We may even have 
succeeded in some (usually small) ways. But overall and 
corporately, we have failed on the mission on which we 
were sent just a few days earlier.

Surprisingly, however, we don’t beat ourselves up 
about it. Instead, we ask for forgiveness—from God, from 
one another, from ourselves. We ask our Blessed Mother, 
the angels and saints, and our “brothers and sisters” pres-
ent with us to “pray for me to the Lord, our God.” The 
priest asks God to “have mercy on us, forgive us our sins, 
and bring us to everlasting life.” We all recall that we are 
a forgiven people and are not expected to succeed all the 
time. We pray or sing, “Lord, have mercy.” And then, sur-
prisingly, we are forgiven. It is as simple as that, partly 
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because—from the point of view of the Dismissal—we 
know we are going to be sent forth again soon and will 
have another chance.

Suddenly, we are so happy that we start singing again. 
This time it is the “Glory to God,” the ancient hymn of 
all Christians to express our joy a being part of the entire 
enterprise. We are in a line of over two thousand years of 
people coming together and then being sent forth again. 
So we give thanks to our God “in the highest” and ask for 
“peace to his people on earth.” Remember: In a little while 
we will be sent forth in that same peace to love and serve 
that same Lord. From the point of view of the Dismissal, 
our time together is already running out, and we still have 
a lot of work to do before we leave Mass, which we’ll look 
at in the next chapter.

A Story about Coming Back

The young college student finally  
went to Mass at her school.

Her parents had been bugging her to go, 
but that was not the reason she went.

She went because she felt defeated, empty, unhappy.
College was not what she had hoped it would be.

She couldn’t remember why  
she had chosen this university.

She didn’t know what she wanted to study or why.
It was all too overwhelming for her.

When she walked into the church, however,
she felt as if she had come home.

She saw a lot of students who were just like her,
and some of them looked lost too.

The presider started the Mass with a flourish.
“We are going to send ourselves back out  
into the world in about an hour,” he said,

“to transform it into a place much  
more like God would have it.

We have all failed in this mission  
since the last time we were together,

but God forgives us and we must forgive ourselves.”

“Lord, have mercy,” the girl said to herself.

Questions for Reflection 
or Discussion

1. How well have you carried out your mission to help
transform the world? Have you forgiven yourself for
your failures, for “what you have done” and “what you
have failed to do”? Name some of those things.

2. What would happen if people in your church felt
they were “returning” to Mass from the mission they
had been sent on the week before? Describe how that
would change the nature of your worship services.
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