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A Brief History of the Roman Canon  
There are many presuppositions that the early Church was some primitive and illiterate rabble, but I do not believe that this is something that the evidence necessarily supports. To the contrary, it seems the early Church was cosmopolitan, literate, urbane, international and well organized. What follows is a brief outline or popular history of the development of the Roman Canon  (which is the anaphora, or Eucharistic Prayer, that is said all over the Catholic world), and of Catholic theology regarding the Mass.  

Peter and Paul both lived and preached in Rome, and were both martyred in that city in or around the year 67 A.D. , during the reign of the Emperor Nero, who persecuted the Roman Christians whom he falsely accused of having burned the Imperial Capital. Paul gives us his description of the Mass in I Corinthians (which was written before the year 57 A.D.). He reminds the Corinthians to celebrate the Mass according to the way that he had received from the Lord.   

Saint Clement (who is mentioned by St. Paul, in his letter to the Philippians) was the fourth pope and successor of Saint Peter in Rome. Around the year 96 A.D., he writes a pastoral letter to the Church in Corinth, and in it he mentions bishops and priests who do “liturgy” at the altar of God. Saint Clement is mentioned in the Roman Canon, which is the first and most venerable of Eucharistic Prayers in the Western Church.  

The Liber Pontificalis, or history of the papacy, records that Pope Alexander (who died in the year 115 A.D.) added the “anamnesis” and that Pope Sixtus (who died in the year 125 A.D.) added the Sanctus to the mass.  Both Alexander and Sixtus are included in the Roman Canon. 

Justin Martyr was a Palestinian layman and Christian apologist who lived from 100 to 165. He was born just 67 years after the Resurrection of the Lord, he had heard and seen the Apostles, and had spent time in Rome. He writes a very general description of the Eucharistic Celebration in a letter to a pagan emperor, Antonius Pius around the year 155 A.D.  While Justin does not include the words of the “anaphora” (or the “Eucharistic prayer”) in this general description of the Mass, we nevertheless recognize in his letter the general structure of the same Mass we celebrate each Sunday. Justin also wrote (in his First Apology (written around 66 A.D.):  “For not as common bread nor common drink do we receive these; but since Jesus Christ our Savior was made incarnate by the word of God and had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so too, as we have been taught, the food which has been made into the Eucharist by the Eucharistic prayer set down by him, and by the change of which our blood and flesh is nurtured, is both the flesh and the blood of that incarnated Jesus”  
Irenaeus of Lyon is the second century Greek bishop of the Roman city in Gaul (modern day France) who was an important figure of defending the four main Gospels that would become the foundation of the New Testament, and who asserted the then universally held tradition of Roman primacy. He died in or around the year 200 A.D.
Pope Saint Victor, who was an African Pope, began the Latinization of the Roman Rite around the year 199 A.D.. Before Victor, the Church in Rome had celebrated the Eucharist entirely in Greek.  

Tertullian, the lawyer and lay apologist, mentions around the year 200 that the Roman Church already has codified lessons, divided into four books: the Law, the Prophets, the Epistles and the Gospel.  The Liturgy of the Word was clearly organized, and through this process (of organizing the liturgy of the word into a Lectionary), the canon of the New Testament would eventually be established. In other words, the Christian Bible was formed through the Mass.  

Saint Cornelius shows how well organized the Church was liturgically (even in the midst of persecutions). He writes in or around the year 251 from Rome (the year he was elected Pope), and reports that in capital city alone, there were 46 priests, 7 deacons, 7 subdeacons, 42 acolytes, 52 exorcists, lectors & porters, and some 1,500 women religious (nuns or sisters). Cornelius, who died in the year 253, is the last pope to be mentioned in the Roman Canon.    
Saint Lawrence was one of the deacons of Rome who was martyred under the persecutions of the Roman emperor Valerian in the year 258 A.D. According to tradition, Lawrence was in charge of the Church goods under Pope Sixtus II. When the imperial directive came to execute the Christian clergy, both Sixtus and Lawrence accepted martyrdom.  A tradition holds that the deacon of Rome, who was a son of Hispania, had just enough time to send the treasure of the chalice used by the Popes to his native Spain. In Valencia, this chalice is still venerated as the sacred chalice of the Lord. Even today, the deacon is the minister of the cup in the Mass. Saint Lawrence is mentioned in the Roman Canon.   

The Emperor Constantine the Great, whose mother, Saint Helena, was a Christian, issued the Edict of Milan in the year 317 A.D. to stop the Imperial persecutions of the Church, and make Christianity legal.  It was Constantine who gave the Lateran Palace to the Pope in Rome, and the basilica of Saint John Lateran was built there as the Cathedral of Rome, and the Mother Church of the World.  In 330 A.D., Constantinople becomes the capital, and Constantine is baptized on his deathbed by an Arian bishop in 337.  
Basil the Great died in the year 379 A.D. He becomes one of the strong proponents of the orthodox faith in the East, and is bishop of Caesarea. The Anaphora of Saint Basil is one of the two most venerable prayers in the Eastern Liturgy, though its link with Saint Basil is a matter of debate and critical discussion. 
Pope Damasus, who was born in what is today Portugal, completed the Latinization of the Mass before the year 384 A.D. It is noteworthy that the Latin used in the Roman Canon is not from the relatively modern translations of the Vulgate (c. 382), but rather from the Vetus Latina (a 2nd century translation of Scriptures).  

Saint Ambrose, the Catholic Bishop of Milan from 374 to 397, was one of the most illustrious Fathers and Doctors of the Church. He followed an Arian bishop, and brought orthodoxy back to Milan. Towards the end of the fourth century (around 390) Ambrose wrote a collection of instructions for the newly baptized entitled De Sacramentis, and in it he quotes the central part of the prayer which is substantially identical with the Roman Canon (or the first Eucharistic Prayer) that we have in our current Sacramentary. Therein, he also writes: “That bread is bread before the words of the Sacraments, where the consecration has entered in the bread becomes the Flesh of Christ.” 
Saint John Chrysostom died in the year 407 A.D.  This famous deacon and priest of Antioch was eventually made bishop of Constantinople, where this zealous reformer was much beloved by the people, but where he suffered significantly under the intrigues of both imperial family and fellow clergy.  He died in exile of his own see city. This Doctor of the Church is credited for the Anaphora of Saint John Chrysostom, which is one of the most beloved prayers of the Eastern Church’s Liturgy. 

The Arian Barbarians of the Visigoths and Ostrogoths, who were aligned with the Byzantine emperor, eventually take, sack and rule Rome between the years 410 and 452.   

Saint Augustine, the Catholic Bishop of Hippo in Northern Africa witnesses the Councils of Hippo and Carthage, wherein the list of the books of the New Testament is officially established, and where the Church insists that prayers cannot come from heretical lands (the Arian East), and where we see that Catholic bishops affirming that all prayers must be officially approved. Saint Augustine died in 430 A.D.   

Pope Gelasius adds the Greek Kyrie to the Mass before 496 A.D., and the Gelasian Sacramentary crosses the Alps to become the first true Sacramentary not used by a pontiff.
Pope Vigilius sends the Roman Canon to Spain at the request of the bishop of Braga around the year 535-538 A.C., which ends up replacing the ancient ur-Mozarabic rite of Galacia. 
Gregory the Great, sends the missionaries led by Saint Augustine to Canterbury with a Gregorian Sacramentary in 597. Around this same time, Pope Gregory begins a reform of the liturgy as he insists he wants to make it more Roman, and less influenced by new eastern ideas coming from Constantinople. Gregory restores parts of the liturgy back to their historic place, and he reduces the number of Prefaces in the Catholic Mass from 267 to 53 (and later they are reduced again down to 14). The particular genius of the Roman Canon is its interchangeable Prefaces.    
The Stowe Missal is a small personal missal that presents for us how the liturgy would have been celebrated before the year 650, by the Church in Ireland before the arrival of Augustine to Kent (and some suggest this may even have been the mass known by St. Patrick himself, who was the Roman from Britannia who evangelized the Irish in 433 A.D.).  Ever how old it may be, to compare the liturgy of the Stowe Missal to the Roman Canon to this is to see that these liturgies share the same origin, were deeply related, and are for the most part, word for word the same.  
The Synod of Whitby in the year 664 was the Synod wherein the Church in Britain chose to accept the Roman Rite that would thereafter supersede the Celtic usage in Britain.  

Saint Boniface, the great missionary from the Anglo Saxons, who takes the Gospel into the land of the Franks, and becomes known as the Apostle to the Germans. He takes with him the Roman Rite. Boniface is martyred in the year 754.  Saint Boniface baptizes Charles Martel, the grandfather of Charlemagne. 

Pope Hadrian I sends a copy of the Roman Sacramentary to Charlemagne in 785 A.D., for the emperor wanted to establish uniformity of worship throughout his united empire in Western Europe according the Roman usage. The abbot and reformer, Saint Benedict of Aniane uses that papal Sacramentary, and adapts it with other elements to make it suitable for non-pontifical liturgies throughout the West. This compilation is essentially the Roman Missal. 

A Gallery of Early Christian Art    


This is likely a third century fresco from a Roman villa in Britain (Cirencester), depicting the monogram of our Lord, with the Alpha and Omega 
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A third century gravestone of a Christian named Datus from the catacombs in Rome depicts Jesus raising Lazarus 
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This is a fourth century fresco showing a bearded Christ, with a halo, and identified by the Greek letters for Alpha and Omega. It is found in the Catacombs of Commodilla on the Ostian way in Rome.  
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A fourth century fresco of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints Felix and Augustus, found in the catacombs of Commodilla in Rome . 
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Old Saint Peter’s (Constantinian Basilica) was begun in 333 on order of the emperor Constantine the Great on the Vatican Hill, over an ancient cemetery wherein Simon Peter was buried 
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Dating from the fourth century A.D., this is probably the earliest known Christian church in Britain, in the oldest Roman colony of Britain, which the Romans called CAMVLODVNVM (today, it is known as the town of Colchester of Essex, about 56 miles northeast of London).  
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The mid-fourth century sarcophagus of Domatilla (in the Museo Pio Christiano of Rome) depicts stories of the passion narrative that  reference both to the Crucifixion and Resurrection. To the far left, we see Christ carrying the cross, and the panel to the right of that shows the crowning of thorns. The central image is the monogram and victorious standard of the Chi Rho atop the Cross. The next image is of the arrest of Jesus, and the far right depicts Pilate washing his hands.    
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The Codex Vaticanus is likely the oldest extant manuscript of the Christian Bible. It is written in Greek on vellum, and is from the fourth century. 
[image: image16.jpg]



6th century chalice and paten from Greece  
6th or 7th century altar cruets  [image: image2.jpg]
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The Stowe Missal is an Irish miniscule that reads like a Sacramentary written in Latin and Gaelic. It contains within it the Eucharistic Prayer that is virtually identical to the Roman Canon, and that some scholars insist would have been known in Ireland in the fifth century, but certainly would have been in usage by the mid seventh century. 
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St. Ecclesius (whose feast day is July 27) is revered for his great compassion. He was the bishop of Ravenna from 521 till his death in 532, and he built the church San Vitale there.  In this sixth century mosaic, we see the archbishop dressed in a chasuble, over a dalmatic, stole and alb, and wearing the pallium. 
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Bishop Maximianus of Ravenna is shown here in the famous sixth century mosaics of San Vitale in Ravenna. Saint Maximianus was consecrated bishop by Pope Vigilius in 546. Maximianus  amended the Latin texts of the Bible, and devoted himself to the revision of liturgical books. Here we see him wearing a chasuble with a white stole or pallium, and carrying a jeweled cross. He is accompanied by tonsured servers  wearing white tunics. 
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Bishop Saint Severus in the Basilica of Saint Apollinare  in Ravenna, Italy 
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This sixth century image of our Lord from Ravenna 

shows him giving a blessing by making a sign of the cross. 
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The Ardagh Chalice is an eighth century chalice found in a field 1847 by two boys who were digging for potatoes. Besides the Book of Kells, it represents one of the finest examples of Irish or Celtic art.  The Book of Kells is an ornate illuminated  manuscript produced by Celtic monks around the year 800 A.D., and it is essentially an evangeliary, containing within the the four Gospels of the Bible in Latin.  
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Found today in the crypt of Rabanus,
 in Petersburg, this Carolingian altar from 
the eighth or ninth century was previously the main altar.
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The basilica of Santa Maria Trastever is one of the oldest churches in Rome, and perhaps the first in which the mass was openly celebrated. An ancient source tells us that the titulus S. Mariae was established by Pope Alexander I around 112, and we know that a Christian house church was founded here about 220 by Pope St. Callixtus, but it was rebuilt in 340 by Pope Julius I.  The current building is only about one thousand years old, but the beautiful mosaics in the ceiling are particularly refined.  

