TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR SUN IX (B), 5TH MARCH 2000

FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“I go to church when I want to,” this lady said to me. “I don’t see why I should have to bring my children every week.” It made me wonder how her version of God would have addressed Moses on Mount Sinai:

Then God spoke all these words. He said:  “Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy, if you feel like it. For six days shall you labour and do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath for the Lord your God, if you can fit it in to your schedule. It’s all OK by me, saith the Lord. You shall do no work that day, unless it’s good money - at least time and a half - you, your son, your daughter, your employees, men and woman, and the animals and the stranger who lives with you. But if you get plenty of customers then I suppose it’s all right . . Yahweh blessed the sabbath day and made it sacred, but that’s no reason why you have to.”  (The Bible according to Modern Man)

“You don’t have to go to church to be a Christian.” Of course you don’t. The Christian who doesn’t go to Church is still a Christian, quite probably a Christian on that broad and easy road to perdition, which Jesus says the majority take. Your non-churchgoing Christian believes in God, like the devils, who believe in God and tremble at his name. Except that he doesn’t tremble, of course. He simply neglects, to obey Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper: “Do this in memory of me.” He expects his disobedience to God’s solemn commandments to be rewarded, whereas the Scriptures say that disobedience will be punished. 

But there we are. Modern man knows better than to take the Scriptures seriously. He has been liberated from all this medieval “fear of the Lord” stuff. God is “lurv.” He forgives everyone so I can do whatever I want. 


The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath. The obligation to attend Mass is made for our benefit, not for God’s. God doesn’t need our worship. He doesn’t suffer from an identity crisis. He isn’t engulfed by insecurity feelings if there are not millions of people throughout the world crying out to Him: “Praise You, alleluia!” 

It is for our own spiritual health that we need to worship God: it’s what we were created for, after all. Worship and adoration of the Infinite One expands our hearts and minds: His truth and grace take us beyond the narrow horizons of daily life, up into the realm of glory. If we fail to worship Him, we end up fashioning an idol for ourselves.

One occasionally hears it said these days that people have different ways of being Catholic: some go to Mass, others work for justice and peace, some look after the sick, others take part in public life. They are all different ways of being a Catholic.


Well, this makes me feel like a real dinosaur. Because I just can’t agree with it. Not that I’m against working for justice and peace or looking after the sick – that’s great, it’s real love, sure. No, just that the first commandment of Christianity is: “You shall love the Lord your God with your whole mind, and heart and strength.” The second is “to love your neighbour as yourself.”


And Almighty God, as our Creator and Life-Giver, actually has the right to make certain demands upon us. He does make several demands. What a Tyrant! He wants an hour a week off us at Mass, and some time every day for prayer. He doesn’t want His Holy Name abused, either –that’s basic respect. Of course, really He wants our undivided hearts, because He is a jealous God who has so many blessings to pour out on us, and He can’t bestow them when our hearts are clogged up with worldly preoccupations.

As a bare minimum, I suppose we can present the choice this way: You want heaven? You want an eternity of joy and bliss, delights unimaginable, millions of angels and guided tours round the New Creation which will make Hawaii look like Hackney Marshes? You want happiness with the saints for ever, the biggest party of all time, the wedding banquet without end. Sure you do. Then one hour a week, please, and keep out of mortal sin. That’s the deal. Not a bad bargain, when you think of it.


A lady called at the presbytery about a baptism. “They say you’re strict about people coming to Sunday Mass,” she said. I was quite chuffed. “Word’s getting round,” I thought. But I added: “It’s not just me, you know. I’m no stricter than the Church is. It’s in the Bible. It’s in the Catechism. Really, keeping holy the Sabbath day was a commandment for the Jews. You should keep it even before you start being a Christian. Being a Christian is a lot more than that.”


Just to prove that this is the official teaching, and not mine, here are a few quotations:

“On Sundays and other holydays of obligation, the faithful are obliged to participate in the Mass. They are also to abstain from such work or business that would inhibit the worship to be given to God, the joy proper to the Lord’s Day, or the due relaxation of mind and body.” (Canon 1247)

“The Sunday Eucharist is the foundation and confirmation of all Christian practice. For this reason the faithful are obliged to participate in the Eucharist on days of obligation, unless excused for a serious reason or dispensed by their own pastor. Those who deliberately fail in this obligation commit a grave sin.” (CCC 2181)


“Mortal sin is sin whose object is grave matter, and which is also committed with full knowledge and deliberate consent.”  “Mortal sin is a radical possibility of human freedom, as is love itself. It results in the loss of charity and the privation of sanctifying grace, that is, of the state of grace. If it is not redeemed by repentance and God’s forgiveness, it causes exclusion from Christ’s Kingdom and the eternal death of hell, for our freedom has the power to make choices for ever, with no turning back.” (CCC 1861)  

So is it still a mortal sin to miss Mass on Sunday? Yes it is, except for sickness, urgent works of charity or great distance. But let me put it another way round. If a person does not want to meet Jesus, God at least once each week in the Mass, is he/she likely to have much love for God? God wants to save us as part of His Body, the Church, not as lone individuals doing our own thing. It’s easy to imagine that we love Jesus, while despising His community of believers.

If Jesus is our friend, we will want to listen to his words, and share the sacred meal of His Sacrifice with our redeemed sisters and brothers. Our love for God has grown dangerously cold, when we can no longer be bothered to make it to Mass.

[if there is space – 

Sunday is about more than just Mass. We should hallow the whole day with prayer, time with the family,  recreation, and works of charity. Servile work is still prohibited. I learnt my lesson the hard way one summer, when I called at my mother’s one sunny Sunday afternoon with two of our visiting Ukrainian seminarians.

I wanted to dig up a small cherry laurel bush to replant as a hedge in the presbytery garden. Oleg and Vitalii, I asked, can you just help me to dig up this bush? It’ll only take five minutes. “But Father,” they replied, shocked, “we can’t. It’s Sunday. It’s sinful to work on Sunday.” Having lectured them in moral theology in the seminary, I was rather embarrassed.

“Well, maybe in England gardening is more of a recreation,” I muttered, feebly. “Anyway, I need to get this bush up.” So I went off with my spade, feeling like a sinner. It seemed to have grown dark and cold, and heavy clouds blotted out the sunshine. The laurel proved more deeply rooted than I had anticipated. As I struggled with it, the first heavy drops of rain began to fall. The rainstorm intensified. I looked up at the sky. I would be soaking wet if I continued. OK, Lord, I take the hint. I gave up and rushed inside the back door. Oleg and Vitalii were smiling. “We told you,” they said. ]  

