HOLY MASS AND THE FAITHFUL DEPARTED


Gathered from approved sources





The need and duty of prayer for the Faithful Departed has been acknowledged by the Church at all times. It is recommended in the Scriptures of the Old Testament (II Machabees 12:46), and found expression not only in public and private prayers, but especially in the offering of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass for the repose of souls. The customary dates for public services of this kind were, and still are, the day of death and burial, the seventh and thirtieth day after death (Month's Mind Mass), and the anniversary. Except for the funeral Mass, the actual observance of these dates is not made obligatory by the Church, but is left to the piety of relatives and friends of the deceased.





The Thirty Days' or Gregorian Masses


Besides offering Mass for the repose of a loved one at the funeral Mass, or at a single time throughout the year, the Church has also approved the custom of having thirty Masses in a row offered for the repose of a friend or loved one. The thirty Masses are celebrated everywhere the Roman Rite is observed.  These Masses are called the Thirty Masses of St. Gregory, because the pious custom seems to trace its origin back to this great Pope. It is thus related in his Dialogues (Book iv. chap. xl.): A Religious, named Justus, had received and kept for himself three gold pieces. This was a grievous fault against his vow of Poverty. He was discovered and excommunicated. This salutary penalty made him enter into himself, and some time afterwards he died in true sentiments of repentance. Nevertheless, St. Gregory, in order to inspire the brethren with a lively horror of the sin of avarice in a Religious, did not withdraw the sentence of excommunication: Justus was buried apart from the other monks, and the three pieces of money were thrown into the grave, whilst the Religious repeated altogether the words of St. Peter to Simon the Magician, Pecunia tua tecum sit in perditionem “ Keep thy money to perish with thee.” Some time afterwards, the holy Abbot, judging that the scandal was sufficiently repaired, and moved with compassion for the soul of Justus, called the Procurator and said to him sorrowfully, “Ever since the moment of his death, our brother has been tortured in the flames of Purgatory; we must, through charity, make an effort to deliver him. Go, then, and take care that from this time forward the Holy Sacrifice be offered for thirty days; let not one morning pass without the Victim of Salvation being offered up for his release.”


The Procurator obeyed punctually. The thirty Masses were celebrated in the course of thirty days. When the thirtieth day arrived, and the thirtieth Mass was ended, the deceased appeared to a brother named Copiosus, saying, “Bless God, my dear brother, today I am delivered and admitted into the society of the saints.”


Since that time, the pious custom of celebrating thirty Masses for the dead has been established. 


The celebration of thirty consecutive Masses imposes on the priest who offers them a very strict obligation, so the laity are urged to ask a priest well ahead of time if he is able to fulfill such a request. Usually the Gregorian Masses are offered in religious houses where the obligations rising from parochial Mass stipends is not so great.





The Commemoration Of The Faithful Departed


   The Commemoration of All the Faithful Departed is celebrated by the Church on November 2, or, if this be a Sunday or a solemnity, on November 3. The Office of the Dead must be recited by the clergy, and all the Masses are to be of Requiem.


   In the early days of Christianity the names of the departed brethren were entered in the diptychs. Later, in the sixth century, it was customary in Benedictine monasteries to hold a commemoration of the deceased members at Whitsuntide.


   In Spain there was such a day on Saturday before Sexagesima or before Pentecost, at the time of St. Isidore (d. 636). In Germany there existed (according to the testimony of Widukind, Abbot of Corvey, c. 980) a time-honored ceremony of praying to the dead on 1 October. This was accepted and sanctified by the Church. St. Odilo of Cluny (d. 1048) ordered the commemoration of all the faithful departed to he held annually in the monasteries of his congregation. Thence it spread among the other congregations of the Benedictines and among the Carthusians. Benedictine priests, and those living in Spain, Portugal, and Latin America, were formerly the only priests allowed to offer three Requiem Masses on this day. Pope Benedict XV, in 1916, extended this privilege to all priests of the Latin Rite throughout the world.





This article was originally published in the September 2001 issue of The Catholic Voice.


