
What is the GIRM? 
 

GIRM stands for the General Instruction of 
the Roman Missal.  The Roman Missal is 
made up of two parts:  The Lectionary for 
Mass and what we currently call the 
Sacramentary, the book with prayers and 
directions (rubrics) for celebrating Mass.   
 
The first edition of the GIRM was published 
in 1969.  It provides the theological 
perspective and liturgical laws governing 
how we celebrate the Mass of the Roman 
Rite throughout the world.  The GIRM has 
been slightly modified since the Council and 
has now undergone a further revision.  
 
The Roman Missal itself has also undergone 
several revisions.  The revised Lectionary 
for Mass for Sundays, Weekdays, Ritual 
Masses and Various Needs and Occasions 
has already been translated into English and 
is now in use in the US.  The Sacramentary 
has recently been revised but is only 
available in Latin.  It will be several years 
before an approved English translation is 
available.  When it is published, other 
changes in the way the Catholic Church of 
the Roman Rite celebrates Mass may be 
introduced. 
 
The fathers of the Second Vatican Council 
realized that there is a need for ongoing 
change in the liturgy.  “…where necessary, 
the rites [should] be carefully revised in light 
of sound tradition and that they be given 
new vigor to meet the circumstances and 
needs of modern times” (Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy, CSL #4).  This means that 
even though our liturgical practices may 
change from time to time, the fundamental 
beliefs of our faith which undergird the 
liturgy do not change. 
 
Because our Church believes in inculturating 
the liturgy into the various cultures “for the 

life of the world,” bishops of each country 
have been given permission by the Holy See 
to adapt certain parts of the GIRM so that 
the celebration of Mass may be more 
fittingly celebrated in each land.  The United 
States bishops have adapted some of the 
norms for dioceses of the United States. 
 
One of the adaptations developed by the US 
bishops is the Norms for the Celebration and 
Reception of Holy Communion Under Both 
Kinds.  These norms provide direction for 
the way that Holy Communion is distributed 
and received in the United States. 
 
Another type of adaptation is an indult.  An 
indult is a special permission to change or 
modify an existing law.  The US bishops 
have asked for and received several of 
these.   
 
The upcoming series of articles will be 
explaining the spirit of Vatican II as found in 
the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, and 
the revised norms and US adaptations found 
in the General Instruction of the Roman 
Missal.  (These documents are available for 
purchase at any Catholic bookstore or for 
lending through the Archdiocesan Resource 
Center.  You may also check the Vatican 
website at www.vatican.va and the website 
of the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops at www.usccb.org ).   
 
One of the criticisms of the implementation 
of the liturgical changes after Vatican II was 
that many Catholics did not understand what 
changes were coming and why they were 
being made.  In fact, many clergy will say 
the same thing.  We hope that through these 
articles and other archdiocesan catechesis, 
all will be able to understand better the 
liturgy that our Church is calling us to 
celebrate. 
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Vatican II and the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (CSL) 
 
The Second Vatican Ecumenical 
Council was held in Rome in four 
sessions from October, 1962 until 
December, 1965.  Vatican II was the 
first ecumenical council that included 
bishops from the whole globe -2540 
bishops were present at the opening of 
the Council.  Ecumenical councils are 
not simply meetings of Church leaders.  
They are gatherings of the Pope and all 
the world’s bishops acting together.  
This kind of council produces the 
highest form of church law. 
 
The first body of law to flow from the 
Vatican II was the Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy (CSL).  The CSL 
provides a blueprint for ongoing liturgical 
reform in the Church.  This reform, 
rather than beginning something new, 
builds on the understanding and 
practice of liturgy in the early Church, 
and yet is able to respond to the needs 
of the times. Its principles are anchored 
in the unchanging mystery of our faith.  
The depth of the reform outlined in the 
CSL cannot be implemented in a mere 
40 years.  Even today we are still in the 
process of understanding and 
implementing its liturgical vision 
. 
The key principles of the CSL are: 
 
1. The heart of the liturgy is the 

celebration of the Paschal Mystery 
of Jesus Christ – his life, death and 
resurrection by which we are 
redeemed.  This means that there 
are no “theme” Masses.  The 
“theme” of every Mass is the Paschal 
Mystery.  Throughout the year the 
liturgy of the church reflects on 
various aspects of this Paschal 
Mystery (CSL #7, 102, 106). 

 
2. Every liturgical celebration is an 

action of Christ together with his 
body, the Church.  No other type of 
prayer or devotion can equal this 
sacred action (CSL #7). 

 
3. In the liturgy, which includes the 

Mass, the Sacraments, and the 
Liturgy of the Hours, Christ is 
present in many ways – in the 
person of the minister, in the Holy 
Eucharist broken and shared, in the 
Word of God proclaimed, and in the 
assembled people of God who 
pray and sing together (CSL #7). 

 
4. All the faithful should be led to full, 

conscious and active participation 
in the liturgy.  This aim is to be 
considered above all else.  Such 
participation is both their right and 
duty by reason of their baptism (CSL 
#14).  This is not just desirable, but 
demanded by the very nature of 
liturgy. 

 
5. Catechesis (religious education) of 

the clergy and the faithful is critical if 
the community is to be fully aware 
of what it is doing, actively 
engaged in the rite, and enriched by 
its effects (CSL #15-19). 

 
6. The liturgy is made up of both 

immutable (unchangeable) elements, 
divinely instituted, and of elements 
subject to change.  These not only 
may, but ought to be changed with 
the passage of time if they no 
longer express the holy things 
they signify (CSL #21). 
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The Liturgy as Communal Prayer 
 
Many of us who remember the Mass 
prior to the Second Vatican Council 
remember it fondly.  We came to Mass, 
not only out of sense of obligation, but 
because it was the time each week that 
was set aside for “God and me.” 
 
 While we came to the Church in large 
numbers, we came and left as 
individuals.  We did not speak or interact 
with one another during the liturgy.  
Each one was left to his/her own prayer.  
Some prayed the rosary or other special 
devotional prayers.  Some read from 
religious books.  Some tried to follow the 
Mass which was being said in Latin, by 
following along in a “people’s missal.”  
Some prayed silently from their heart. 
The Mass celebrated prior to Vatican II 
was one that Catholics attended, but 
one in which they seldom prayed 
together. 
 
This was not the Eucharistic liturgy of 
the early church.  From liturgical and 
scriptural scholarship of the early 20th 
century, we learn that the early church 
celebrated the liturgy as a community, 
as a people of God, devoted to God and 
one another in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
They fully, consciously, and actively 
participated in the sacrifice of the Mass 
as the right and duty of their baptism 
into Christ. 
 
Over the centuries for a number of 
reasons, the Mass became less and 
less the celebration of all God’s people 
under the leadership of the bishop or 
priest.  The Mass instead became the 
prayer of the clergy.  Since its language 
continued to be in Latin far after Latin 
ceased to be the tongue of the people, 
Mass became more and more 

unintelligible to the average person.  It is 
no wonder that people developed their 
own prayers and devotions at Mass 
since their participation was no longer 
needed or desired. 
 
Aware of these historical shifts, the 
Council Fathers wished to restore parts 
of the liturgy as it had been celebrated 
in the early church.  Nowhere is this 
more evident than in the Constitution on 
the Sacred Liturgy.  “And so the church 
devotes careful efforts to prevent 
Christian believers from attending this 
mystery of faith as though they were 
outsiders or silent onlookers:  rather, 
having a good understanding of this 
mystery, though the ritual and the 
prayers, they should share in the 
worshipping event, aware of what is 
happening and devoutly involved” (CSL 
#48). 
 
So when we come to Mass, whether on 
Sunday or weekdays, the Church calls 
us to actively participate as a community 
of baptized believers.  This active 
participation takes many forms – 
common song and silence, common 
gestures and postures, common 
listening and responding.  Above all, the 
Church calls us to “pay attention” to 
what God is doing within us and among 
us as we celebrate the sacred liturgy. 
 
In fact, the Council Fathers remind us 
that participation is never successful 
unless it is prepared for “with the 
disposition of a suitable heart and mind.  
What [worshippers] think and feel must 
be at one with what they say; they must 
do their part in the working of grace that 
comes from above if they are not to 
have received it in vain”  (CSL, #11). 
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The Four-fold Presence of Christ 
 
When the bishops met for the Second 
Vatican Council, one of the key principles 
they put forth regarding the liturgy is that 
Christ is present in the liturgy in four unique 
ways. These ways are:  
 

• especially, in the Eucharist broken 
and shared;  

• in the person of the minister;  
• in the Word of God; and  
• in the assembled people of God 

(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy , 
CSL #7). 

 
This principle is considered so important 
that the Church continues to remind us that 
Christ is present to us and in us in not just 
one or two, but in four, different and special 
ways whenever we celebrate liturgy. Let us 
look at each of these four presences of 
Christ that we experience—whether 
consciously or not—each time we 
participate in Mass, any of the sacraments, 
or the Liturgy of the Hours. 
 
In the most recently published General 
Instruction of the Roman Missal, which 
guides priests and other liturgical ministers 
in celebrating the Mass, the first presence of 
Christ mentioned is that of his presence in 
the assembled people of God (GIRM #27). 
Christ is present when the assembly is 
gathered in his name. This is just as he had 
promised: “Where two or three are gathered 
together in my name, there am I in the midst 
of them” (Mt 18:20). Therefore, every time 
we come together to pray and sing in any of 
the Church’s liturgies, Christ is present in 
and with us. 
 
A second way in which Christ is with us in 
the liturgy is in the person of the minister. 
Christ is present to us in the priest, who is 
called the presider, or priest celebrant of the 
liturgical assembly. The presider leads the 
community in prayer and helps us to 
understand the words and actions of the 
liturgy. When he does so, he also acts in the 
person of Christ, on our behalf. The presider 
does this by the way he acts and speaks—

with dignity, reverence, and humility—so 
that the living presence of Christ is 
conveyed in and through him (GIRM #93). 
 
A third form of Christ’s four-fold presence to 
us in any liturgy we celebrate is in the Word 
of God. No matter whether we participate in 
a Mass, the other sacraments, or the Liturgy 
of the Hours, we always hear the Word of 
God proclaimed in Scripture. Whether that 
reading is from the Old or New Testament, 
Christ is present in that Word. In fact, at the 
beginning of John’s Gospel, we hear that 
Christ IS the Word of God. He is God 
speaking to us.  And so each time we hear 
God’s Word, from the law, a prophet, a 
psalm, a gospel, a letter, or any other 
Scripture passage, Christ is there for us and 
with us. 
 
The fourth way Christ is present to us in the 
liturgy is in what the Church calls the 
“eucharistic species.” This is the pre-
eminent presence of Christ.  Christ is 
especially present in the bread and wine 
that become the Body and Blood of Christ. 
What looks like bread and wine has truly 
become Christ’s Body and Blood by the 
“taking, blessing, breaking and sharing” of 
the presider and the assembly gathered and 
by the grace of God. Was it not in the 
“breaking of the bread” that the disciples at 
Emmaus recognized Jesus present with 
them? 
 
Therefore, when we receive these sacred 
elements, we become even more the Body 
of Christ. “We become,” as St. Augustine 
reminded the Church in the 4th-5th centuries, 
“what we eat and drink.” In other words, we 
become Christ present, and the cycle 
begins again—Christ present in the 
gathered assembly, in the presider, in the 
Word of God proclaimed, and in the 
Eucharist broken and shared. 
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Singing the Sunday Liturgy 
 
For thousands of years the Church has been 
singing.  Some of the words and tunes and 
instruments have changed, but ever since the 
Resurrection of Christ (and even before) 
those who gather to worship have been 
instructed to sing.  The Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy makes this clear.  “The 
musical tradition of the universal Church is a 
treasure of inestimable value, greater even 
than any other art.  The main reason for this 
preeminence is that, as sacred song closely 
bound to the text, it forms a necessary or 
integral part of the solemn liturgy” (CSL 
#112). And today too, the revised GIRM tells 
us that singing is of “great importance” in the 
celebration of the Mass.  Why?  Singing 
makes us part of a communal prayer that is 
ancient and larger than ourselves.  It is 
something we do together.  When we sing 
together we pray even more strongly. 

 
Specifically, the GIRM says this: “…every 
care should be taken that singing by the 
ministers and the people is not absent in 
celebrations that occur on Sundays and holy 
days of obligation” (GIRM #40).  So, how do 
we determine what to sing?  The Church 
provides us with a guideline called 
“progressive solemnity.”  This simply means 
that some parts of the Mass are more 
important and significant than others and 
therefore should be sung.   

 
First, the Church tells us that the Gospel 
Acclamation (Alleluia) and the Eucharistic 
Prayer Acclamations (Sanctus/Holy, 
Memorial Acclamation and  Amen) are most 
important.  Why?  Because they emphasize 
the two most important parts of the Mass:  the 
Gospel and the Eucharistic Prayer and these 
parts of the Mass reveal Christ’s presence in 
his word and sacrament. These acclamations 
should be sung at every Mass (even 
weekdays).  The texts for these acclamations 
are given by the Church and may not be 
changed.   

 
 
 

 
Ranking next in solemnity are the two 
processional hymns:  the Gathering Song and 
Communion Song.  Why are these important?  
Because joining our voices together in song 
helps us to experience community and union 
with one another and with God.  The 
Gathering Song helps us to become a 
community, and the Communion Song 
expresses our union with Christ and one 
another through the union of our voices.  The 
entire assembly is called to sing these songs 
on Sundays and holy days.   

 
Following in solemnity is the Responsorial 
Psalm.  Singing the Responsorial Psalm can 
be a challenge to both music ministers and 
the assembly because the psalm changes 
every day.  To facilitate its singing the Church 
provides the option of a seasonal psalm.  
This allows the assembly to learn one psalm 
that can be sung throughout an entire 
liturgical season.  The Responsorial Psalm 
should be sung at Sunday and holy day 
liturgies. 

 
Further down the list are “ordinary chants,” 
such as the Kyrie Eleison/Lord Have Mercy, 
Gloria/Glory to God, Lord’s Prayer, Agnus 
Dei/Lamb of God, and Profession of Faith.  
These may or may not be sung, depending 
on the solemnity of the Mass and the nature 
of the liturgical season.  
 
Finally, there are supplementary songs:  
during the preparation of gifts, a song of 
praise after communion, and the recessional 
song.  These should be considered of lesser 
solemnity and may or may not be sung.  

 
The Church calls us to active participation in 
the entire liturgy.  Singing those parts of the 
Mass that are most important helps us 
achieve this participation, and enables us to 
experience the presence of God among us.  
Just as the first followers of Jesus gathered to 
sing psalms and hymns, we too, unite our 
voices in songs of praise to our God. 
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Acclamations, Responses and Dialogues 
 
What exactly are acclamations, 
responses and dialogues and where do 
they occur in the liturgy?  Let’s start with 
some basic definitions. 
 
ACCLAMATIONS are shouts of joy by 
the assembly, usually short, simple and 
easily sung.  Some familiar examples 
include the Gospel Acclamation 
(Alleluia), Sanctus/Holy, Memorial 
Acclamation, and Amen of the 
Eucharistic Prayer.   

 
RESPONSES and DIALOGUES often 
happen together. The priest or deacon 
makes a statement to which the 
assembly responds.  An example of a 
simple response is “Amen” by which the 
assembly gives their agreement to the 
prayer or action taking place.  Another 
example is the liturgical greeting “The 
Lord be with you” to which the people 
respond “And also with you” creating a 
dialogue between priest and assembly.   

 
So, what does the revised GIRM tell us 
about the purpose of these 
acclamations, responses, and 
dialogues?  Why are they important? 
For two related reasons:  participation 
and community. 

 
The Church calls all the faithful to “full, 
conscious, active participation” in the 
liturgy.  These acclamations, responses, 
and dialogues facilitate participation.  
The GIRM says that the acclamations, 
responses and dialogues “foster and 
bring about the communion between 
priest and people” (GIRM #34).  We are 
called to do more than just “attend” 
Mass.  By our baptism the Church 
expects us to actively participate by 
singing, praying, responding to, and 

dialoguing with God and with one 
another.  
 
When we come to Mass we gather as a 
community, not simply a group of 
individuals.  The celebration of the 
liturgy is something that we all do 
together.  We express this by joining our 
voices together in acclamations.  We 
show our unity by responding together.  
We participate by joining in the dialogue.  
The GIRM tells us that this is the level of 
participation “that the gathered faithful 
are to contribute in every form of the 
Mass” (GIRM #35).  It is by this active 
participation that we become a 
community of faith.   

 
Why is this participation in community 
so important?  This is how we worship 
together.  The Church tells us that just 
being present isn’t enough.  We are 
called to participation, to unite our 
voices in praise of the goodness of God.  
This is how we become more and more 
a community, brothers and sisters 
united in Christ.    
 
Consider the everyday conversations of 
life.  Imagine asking your spouse how 
their day went and getting no reply; or 
inviting a friend to dinner only to 
discover they won’t speak to you; or 
sharing good news with a co-worker 
who simply ignores you and walks 
away.   Our participation in life is 
dependent upon dialogue with other 
people, making responses to statements 
and questions, acclaiming and affirming 
one another.   So too, is our full 
participation in the liturgy dependent 
upon our contribution to the dialogues, 
acclamations and responses called for 
by the nature of the celebration. 
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Silence in Liturgy 
 
“The quieter you become the more you 
hear.” How true this contemporary proverb 
is in our world filled with so many sounds 
and so much noise! Our lives are marked by 
physical noises, as well as the inner noises 
of stress, worry, preoccupation, and 
negative attitudes. It is often only in 
moments of silence that we can hear the 
song of a bird or the cry of a child, the 
growth of a flower or the cry of our own 
hearts. 
 
The Church recognizes this reality and 
invites us to moments of quiet in our 
liturgical celebrations. For, it is often only in 
the stillness and the silence that we are able 
to hear God’s voice (See 1 Kings 19:12). 
 
In the revised GIRM (#45), we read, 
“Sacred silence also, as part of the 
celebration, is to be observed at the 
designated times.” This means that silence 
is an integral and important part of every 
liturgy. It is called “sacred” for in this silence 
we meet God, the Holy One.  We also meet 
there the holiness to which each of us is 
called by our baptism. 
 
In the Mass, the GIRM tells us, we are 
invited to silence at these five times: 
• at the Act of Penitence  
• after the priest says, “Let us pray” 
• after each Scripture reading 
• after the homily 
• after all have received Communion. 
 
Following the opening greeting at the 
beginning of Mass, the presider invites each 
member of the assembly to call to mind our 
sins and reflect on our need for repentance.  
Such reflection needs to be done 
individually, and we do so, briefly, in silence. 
 
Several times during the Mass, the presider 
precedes a prayer, called a “collect prayer,” 
with the words “Let us pray.” He then 
pauses for a brief silence. He is inviting  
 

 
each of us to individually and silently 
“collect” our whole self—body, mind, and  
spirit—to recognize that we are in God’s 
presence and to call to mind our own prayer 
at this time. The presider then “collects” all 
of our individual prayers into the one prayer 
he prays aloud. 
 
After each of the readings and the homily, 
we are given some more moments of quiet. 
During this time we are given the time to 
take in more deeply what it is we have just 
heard. The silence invites us to receive 
God’s Word, grasping it with our hearts 
(GIRM #56) and make it our own. 
 
The last of the designated times for silence 
during the Mass is after all have received 
Communion. As people are receiving the 
Body and Blood of Christ, we are to 
symbolize our union by singing together the 
Communion song.  We are then given time 
for private prayer, praise and thanks to God 
in our hearts when the distribution of 
Communion is finished (GIRM #88).  It is a 
time when we can feel deeply our own 
unique oneness with Jesus Christ, whom 
we have just received. We can also prepare 
ourselves to go out and BE Eucharist to all 
whom we will meet in our daily lives. 
 
We are also invited to some time of 
personal silence once we have quietly 
greeted those near us, even before Mass 
begins. This is so we (presider, ministers, 
and assembly) might each prepare 
ourselves well for the great mystery we are 
about to celebrate (GIRM #45). 
 
And so, we are grateful for the recognition 
our need for quiet, even in our liturgies.  
For, with silence, interspersed among the 
prayers, readings, songs, and actions of the 
Mass, we are better able to really hear, not 
just with our ears, but also with our hearts 
and our whole selves, what God is saying to 
us. 
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Postures, Processions and Gestures at Mass 
 
The way we move as a community at liturgy 
symbolizes our unity in Christ.  Not only do 
we sing and speak and respond together, 
but we make movements together which 
deepen and enrich our prayer.  When our 
bodies participate in prayer we pray with our 
entire beings. There are three basic types of 
movement we do as a community at liturgy:  
postures, processions, and gestures. 
 
Postures – Postures give meaning and 
attitude to our prayer.  Sitting is a posture 
of attentive listening and meditation.  So the 
GIRM calls the assembly to sit for the 
readings before the Gospel and for a period 
of meditation after all have received Holy 
Communion.  Standing is a posture of 
respect, honor, and reverence.  From the 
days of the early Church standing has been 
understood as the posture of those who are 
risen with Christ. So the GIRM calls the 
assembly to stand for the Gospel, for the 
reception of Holy Communion, and for many 
of the prayers addressed to God.  Kneeling 
signified penance in the early Church so 
much so that believers were forbidden to 
kneel on Sundays and during the Easter 
Season when the spirit of the liturgy is joyful 
and thankful.  In more recent times, 
kneeling has also become a posture of 
adoration.  It is for this reason, that the US 
Bishops have adapted the GIRM to call for 
the posture of kneeling for the entire 
Eucharistic Prayer.  As the GIRM reminds 
us, “A common posture…is a sign of unity of 
the members of the Christian community 
gathered for the Sacred Liturgy: it both 
expresses and fosters the intention and 
spiritual attitude of the participants” (GIRM 
#42). 
 
Processions - Processions are not just a 
way to get people or ministers from here to 
there.  They are themselves a ritual 
expression of who we are and what we are 
about.  We are pilgrims on a journey.  What 
are some of the processions at Mass?  
There is the entrance procession, the 
Gospel procession, the procession with 
gifts, the Communion procession, the 
ending procession.  Each procession, if 

done well, enriches our prayer. What makes 
a good procession?  As one liturgist puts it, 
“It is a matter of timing and pace.  It is a 
matter of bearing and grace.  It is a matter 
of reverence and space.” Each procession 
has its own character which intensifies the 
prayer of the entire assembly. 
 
 During the liturgical year, we are also 
involved in other processions – the 
procession with palms on Passion Sunday, 
the procession for adoration of the Holy 
Cross on Good Friday, the Corpus Christi 
procession.  During sacramental liturgies, 
we move in procession – the procession to 
the font with those to be baptized, the 
wedding procession, the procession with the 
body at the funeral liturgy.  The way we 
process or attentively participate visually in 
a procession helps direct our minds and 
hearts to God. 
 
Gestures – The most universal Catholic 
gesture which speaks volumes about our 
prayer, even without words, is the sign of 
the cross which begins and ends every 
liturgy.  In fact, the sign of the cross begins 
and ends all we do as Catholics – from the 
cross we receive on our forehead at 
baptism to the cross that is made over our 
body at death.  Gestures help intensify our 
prayer.   We strike our breast during the 
Confiteor; we sign our mind, our lips, and 
our heart at the proclamation of the Gospel; 
we bow during the Creed when we 
remember the words of the Incarnation, we 
bow our heads in reverence before we 
receive the Body and Blood of Christ, and 
when we receive the final blessing.  We 
bow to the altar, the sign of Christ, as we 
enter and leave the Church or if the 
tabernacle is located in the sanctuary, we 
genuflect in reverence as we enter and 
leave the Church.  Gestures, when we 
perform them fully and consciously, deepen 
our prayer as people who totally rely on 
God, body, mind and spirit. 
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The Actions of the Assembly at Mass 
 

The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 
reminds us that “Every liturgical celebration 
is an action of Christ together with his body, 
the Church” (CSL #7) and that “…full, 
conscious, and active participation…is the 
aim to be considered above all else” (CSL 
#14).  So what are the actions of the 
assembly at the sacred liturgy?   
 
Our actions at liturgy are: 
 
Gathering – Everything that happens 
before the first reading is intended to help 
us gather as a Catholic community of faith.  
The GIRM describes it this way: “Their [the 
introductory rites] purpose is to ensure that 
the faithful who come together as one 
establish communion and dispose 
themselves to listen properly to God’s word 
and celebrate the Eucharist worthily” (GIRM 
#46). 
 
Listening – This is what we do most of the 
time during the first main part of the Mass – 
The Liturgy of the Word - which extends 
from the proclamation of the first reading 
through the prayers of intercession.  
However, this kind of listening is not passive 
– it is something we do.  We pay attention to 
God’s word as proclaimed by the readers, 
cantor, deacon or priest.  We pay attention 
to the homilist as he breaks open the Word 
of God applies it to our day, to our country 
and community, to our family and ourselves.  
We pay attention as the prayers of our 
hearts are voiced in the Prayer of the 
Faithful, and ask God to hear our prayer.  
We are not “outsiders nor silent onlookers”, 
but active participants, listening with 
attentiveness, reflecting in silence, 
responding in word and song.  God’s words 
will guide our actions this week, and all the 
days of our lives. 
 
Praising and Thanking – This is what we 
do at the “center and summit of this entire 
celebration … the Eucharistic Prayer, the 
prayer of thanksgiving and sanctification” 

(GIRM #78).  We are invited by the presider 
to lift our hearts and give God thanks and 
praise.  As the presider names the ways 
God has blessed us, especially in giving us 
the gift of his Son, Jesus, we are moved to 
sing with the angels and saints, “Holy, 
Holy”.  As the presider offers the gifts of 
bread and wine to the Father, he prays that 
they will be transformed into Christ’s Body 
and Blood.  He prays that we will also be 
transformed into Christ’s Body and Blood for 
the world. As the presider helps us 
remember and make present today the 
precious gift of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus, we are moved to sing 
to Jesus one of the designated 
acclamations, “Lord, by your cross and 
resurrection, you have set us free.  You are 
the savior of the world!”  We sum up our 
praise and thanks to the Father by praising 
him through the Son and in the Holy Spirit to 
which we acclaim, “Amen, Amen!” 
 
Breaking and Sharing – We now are ready 
to consummate the liturgy.  “Through the 
fraction and through Communion, the 
faithful, though they are many, receive from 
the one bread of the Lord’s Body and from 
the one chalice of the Lord’s Blood in the 
same way the Apostles received them from 
Christ’s own hands” (GIRM #72).  By 
sharing in Holy Communion we affirm our 
unity as the Body of Christ.  This unity is 
expressed in the reverent way we process 
to share the sacred Body and Blood, in the 
way we sing our Communion psalms and 
hymns and inspired songs, in the way we 
share holy silence after all have received. 
 
Going forth – Our final action is going and 
sending each other forth into the world to be 
the Body and Blood of Christ for each other 
and a broken world. This is the mission and 
call of all Catholics. 
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The Introductory Rites of the Mass 
 

Over the course of the next few articles, 
we will describe the various parts of the 
Mass to make sure we understand their 
purpose and our role as conscious and 
active participants in this Sacred Liturgy. 
 
The purpose of the Introductory Rites is 
“...that the faithful who come together as 
one establish communion and dispose 
themselves to listen properly to God’s 
word and to celebrate Eucharist 
worthily” (GIRM #46).  So all that comes 
before the Liturgy of the Word is 
intended to help us gather as a 
community and prepare to celebrate the 
Sacred Mysteries. 
 
So how do you gather yourself and your 
family and prepare for Mass?  Some 
read and reflect on the scriptures of the 
Mass before they arrive.  Others refrain 
from TV or radio on Sunday morning.  
Others get everybody up early so that 
there is no rushing or last minute crises 
to worry about. Do you prepare to arrive 
early, not just on time, or so late that 
there is no time to become one with the 
community and prepare for Mass?  
 
When you arrive at Church, how do you 
begin becoming a community in Christ?   
Do you acknowledge the presence of 
Christ in one another by greeting each 
other in the parking lot and the gathering 
space?  Do you acknowledge Christ in 
those around you as you are seated?  
Do you participate in the song practice 
so that you are prepared to actively 
participate in the liturgy?   
 
When you enter the worship space do 
you acknowledge the presence of Christ 
by genuflecting to his presence in the 
tabernacle if the tabernacle is present in 

the sanctuary or profoundly bowing 
(bowing from the waist) to his presence 
symbolized in the altar if the tabernacle 
is not present?  How we gather before 
Mass prepares us for what is to come.   
 
When the entrance procession begins, 
we stand and join in prayerful song.  
The purpose of singing at this time “…is 
to open the celebration, foster the unity 
of those who have been gathered, 
introduce their thoughts to the mystery 
of the liturgical season or festivity, and 
accompany the procession of the priest 
and ministers” (GIRM #47).   
 
Once we are unified in song, we affirm 
our unity in Christ by signing ourselves 
with his cross.  After the liturgical 
greeting of the presider, we are either 
called to remember God’s mercy 
through an act of penitence or to 
remember our baptism in Christ through 
the blessing and sprinkling with holy 
water.  On Sundays outside Lent and 
Advent, we then sing the Gloria, an 
ancient hymn of praise.  This is followed 
by the Collect, or Opening Prayer, in 
which we pray to God the Father and 
are called to focus on the special 
character of the celebration.  We affirm 
this prayer by acclaiming, “Amen”. 
 
These introductory rites are important 
because they focus us on our communal 
prayer in Christ and  prepare us for 
listening to God’s word.  Be there early. 
Be ready to join your Christian family in 
prayer! 
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The Liturgy of the Word (Part I) 
 
The Liturgy of the Word is the first major 
part of the Mass.  The action of the 
gathered assembly at this point in the 
liturgy is to listen with reverence and 
attentiveness. The Liturgy of the Word 
begins with the First Reading and 
concludes with the Prayer of the Faithful. 
 
The power of the spoken word is at its 
greatest when that word is the Word of 
God. Spoken in community, the Word 
stands on its own dignity and is marked 
with a power that reaches into the hearts 
and souls of those gathered who have 
come to listen and hear what God is 
speaking to them both individually and as 
a community.   When God said, “Let there 
be light!” and there was light - that was a 
powerful word!  It is that all-powerful 
Word that we seek to encounter in the 
Liturgy of the Word.  Christ’s powerful 
words spoken to us at Mass are meant to 
change things, to change us, to change 
the hearts and the lives of all who hear 
them.   
 
In the past, Catholics were accustomed to 
“reading the Mass” when the presider 
spoke Latin and we followed along in our 
missals. But now that the Mass is 
celebrated in English, we can safely put 
aside the missalettes and devote our 
attention to listening to the Word being 
proclaimed.  “Reading along” and 
“listening attentively” are very different 
activities and often have very different 
results.  When I have my own copy of the 
text in hand, I am no longer dependent on 
the proclamation of God’s Word to the 
community. I am independent.  I can read 
it faster or slower than the lector; I can 
read it backwards or forwards; I can read 
something else totally, if I choose! I alone 
am in control of the Word.  But, if I am at 

Mass for a spiritual encounter with the 
Living Word of God then I must surrender 
control to God.  I must let God speak 
through the proclamation of the 
scriptures.  If Christ were physically 
present in robe and sandals speaking to 
us at Mass, would any of us dare to follow 
along in a missalette? Certainly not!  We 
are called to attentively listen to the Word 
of God and allow that Word to form, 
challenge, comfort and embrace us. 
 
“When the Sacred Scriptures are read in 
the Church, God himself speaks to his 
people, and Christ, present in his own 
word, proclaims the Gospel.  Therefore, 
all must listen with reverence to the 
readings from God’s word, for they make 
up an element of greatest importance in 
the Liturgy” (GIRM #29). 
           
The way we Christians tell our story in 
liturgy owes much to the ritual storytelling 
of the Jewish communities at the time of 
Jesus.  The scriptures of the Old 
Testament contain all types of literature -
narratives, poetry, prophecy, laws, and 
more.  These were proclaimed in the 
synagogue, listened to by devout Jews, 
including Jesus, and discussed among all 
for their meaning and implication for 
Jewish life.  The scriptures of the New 
Testament contain primarily letters and 
narratives written to early Christian 
communities trying to remember the life 
and ministry of Jesus and live his 
teachings in their lives.  All these 
scriptures together make up our rich story 
of faith.   
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Liturgy of the Word – (Part II) 
 
In order to allow us to listen to the 
Word of God with both our minds 
and hearts, the Church calls for a 
reverent pace and periods of 
silence during the Liturgy of the 
Word so that we might have some 
time to reflect on what we have 
heard.  “The Liturgy of the Word is 
to be celebrated in such a way as 
to promote meditation, and so any 
sort of haste that hinders 
recollection must be clearly 
avoided.  During the Liturgy of the 
Word, it is also appropriate to 
include brief periods of silence, 
accommodated to the gathered 
assembly, in which, at the 
prompting of the Holy Spirit, the 
Word of God may be grasped by 
the heart and a response through 
prayer may be prepared” (GIRM 
#56). 
 
Two ways in which the liturgy 
provides us with a prayer response 
to the Word of God is through the 
praying of the Responsorial Psalm 
and the Prayer of the Faithful. 
 
The Responsorial Psalm, taken 
from the Old Testament scriptures, 
allows the assembly to respond 
through meditation on the Word of 
God.  “It is preferable that the 
Responsorial Psalm be sung…” 
(GIRM #61). The singing of the 
psalm, engages not only our minds, 
but also our spirits in prayer.  When 
we sing, “This is the day the Lord 

has made, let us rejoice and be 
glad!” or “My soul is thirsting for 
you, O Lord my God” we lift up our 
whole being in prayer.  “After the 
first reading comes the responsorial 
Psalm, which is an integral part of 
the Liturgy of the Word and holds 
great liturgical and pastoral 
importance, because it fosters 
meditation on the word of God” 
(GIRM #61). 
 
Another way in which the liturgy 
provides us with an opportunity for 
a prayer response to God’s Word is 
through the Prayer of the Faithful.  
Here the community composes its 
own prayers for the needs of the 
Church, the world, the oppressed, 
the sick, the dying, and other needs 
particular to the parish community.  
These prayers grow out of the day’s 
scriptures and the needs of the 
community and world.  When we 
pray, “Lord, hear our prayer,” we 
ask for that which will transform us 
and our world into people who 
listen to God’s Word and live it out 
in our daily lives. 
 

Office of Worship 
Archdiocese of Santa Fe 
Liturgical Catechesis #11b 



The Liturgy of the Eucharist 
 

Some of us remember a time when 
Catholics would think that as long as 
they arrived at Mass by the beginning of 
the Liturgy of the Eucharist, they met 
their Sunday obligation.  The Church 
thinks about this differently now.  Since 
1963, the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy has called us to a fuller 
participation in Mass.  “The two 
parts…that go to make up the Mass, 
namely, the liturgy of the word and the 
liturgy of the Eucharist, are so closely 
connected with each other that they 
form but one single act of worship.  
Accordingly, this Council urges pastors 
that in their catechesis they insistently 
teach the faithful to take part in the 
entire Mass…” (CSL #56). 
 
The Liturgy of the Eucharist is made 
up of two major parts:  The Eucharistic 
Prayer and the Communion Rite.  A 
small rite of preparation precedes the 
Eucharistic Prayer.  The Church has 
arranged the entire celebration of the 
liturgy of the Eucharist in parts 
corresponding to the words and actions 
of Christ.  “For Christ took the bread 
and the chalice and gave thanks; he 
broke the bread and gave it to his 
disciples saying, “Take, eat and drink: 
this is my Body; this is the cup of my 
Blood.  Do this in memory of me” (GIRM 
#72). 
 

• In the preparation of the gifts, 
only the bread and wine are 
brought to the altar table, that is, 
the same elements that Christ 
took into his hands.  No other 
items, except money or food for 
the poor, are to be brought 
forward at this time. 

 

• In the Eucharistic Prayer, praise 
and thanks is given to God for 
the whole work of salvation, and 
especially for the gift and 
sacrifice of Jesus’ life, death and 
resurrection.  The offerings of 
bread and wine, through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, are 
transformed into the Body and 
Blood of Christ.  We, too, pray 
that we will be transformed into 
Christ’s Body and Blood for the 
life of the world. 

 
• Through the breaking of the 

bread and through the sharing of 
Holy Communion, the people of 
God, though they are many, 
receive from the one bread, the 
Lord’s Body, and from the one 
cup, the Lord’s blood. 

 
Take, give thanks, break and pour, eat 
and drink.  This is what we all do at 
Mass as believers, baptized in Christ.  
This is also what we are called to do in 
the world.  When we participate in the 
sacrifice of the Mass, we renew our call 
to mission.  A liturgist puts it well, “…the 
sacrifice of the cross reveals and 
inaugurates the mission of God’s people 
to announce the good news in word and 
deed by giving of self for others.” 
 
So our full, conscious and active 
participation in the Liturgy of the 
Eucharist brings us more deeply into the 
Body of Christ and therefore calls us to 
imitate the self-sacrificing mission of 
Christ to the world. 
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The Eucharistic Prayer 
 
The Eucharistic Prayer, the great 
prayer of praise and thanks to God, 
is the central prayer of the entire 
Mass.  The action of praise and 
thanks to God is the action of Christ, 
together with his Body, the Church. 
 
This prayer begins with the presider 
calling the assembly to lift up their 
hearts to the Lord because it is right 
to give God thanks and praise.  From 
the very beginning of this prayer we 
are called to get involved.  When we 
lift our hearts to God, we pay 
attention to the prayer being spoken 
in our name.  When we lift our 
hearts, we join the angels and saints 
in their song of joy, we proclaim the 
mystery of our faith in song, and we 
sing the “Amen.” 
 
Listen carefully to the Eucharistic 
Prayer.  The prayer of thanks and 
praise is offered to the Father by 
Christ and his Church.  “We bring 
you these gifts… We ask you, We 
offer you…”.  This means that we 
join together and offer ourselves with 
the self-sacrifice of Christ’s passion, 
death and resurrection.  We renew 
our baptismal commitment to die and 
rise with Christ by the way we live 
our lives.  We renew our call to 
mission – to sacrifice ourselves for 
others in truth and justice so that the 
reign of God may be established.  
Uniting ourselves with the sacrifice of 
Christ commits us beyond passive 
receptivity to the hard work of 
building the kingdom of God.  And so 
we acclaim, “When we eat this bread 
and drink this cup, we proclaim your 
death, Lord Jesus, until you come in 
glory” or one of the other designated 

acclamations. “The Church’s 
intention…is that the faithful not only 
offer this spotless Victim [Christ] to 
the Father but also learn to offer 
themselves, and so day by day to be 
consummated, through Christ the 
Mediator, into unity with God and 
with each other, so that at last God 
may be all in all” (GIRM #79). 
 
The US adaptation of the revised 
GIRM calls the assembly to stand  
from the beginning of the Preface of 
the Eucharistic Prayer, through the 
singing of the Sanctus/Holy Holy, 
and to kneel during the Eucharistic 
Prayer after the Sanctus/Holy, Holy 
through the singing of the Amen. If 
the assembly is prevented from 
kneeling on occasion due to reasons 
of health, lack of space, the large 
number of people present, or some 
other good reason, they should 
make a profound bow after the 
words of institution, “This is my 
body…This is the cup of my blood…” 
are prayed over the bread and cup. 
 
The Eucharistic Prayer is the action 
of the assembly together with its 
head, Jesus Christ.  This must be 
clear in the way we pray it.  
Presiders and assembly must voice 
praise and thanks with an attitude of 
gratitude.  The assembly should 
attentively listen to the prayer, 
mindful of their self-offering with 
Christ.  Presiders should speak the 
prayer meaningfully, from the heart, 
so that all who hear will be engaged 
in Christ’s saving action. 
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The Communion Rite 
 

The Communion Rite begins with 
the Lord’s Prayer.  “In the Lord’s 
Prayer a petition is made for daily 
food, which for Christians means 
preeminently the Eucharistic 
bread, and also for purification 
from sin, so that what is holy may, 
in fact, be given to those who are 
holy” (GIRM #81). 
 
The sign of peace follows.  This is 
not a secular greeting, not a “Hi, 
how are you?” not a chance to talk 
to those whom we missed greeting 
as we entered the church.  It is not 
a duplication of the gathering rite.  
We extend to one another a sign 
of Christ’s peace, not our own, for 
sometimes, we have no peace of 
our own to give.  In their letter The 
Challenge of Peace:  God’s 
Promise and Our Response, the 
bishops of the United States 
wrote, “We encourage every 
Catholic to make the sign of peace 
at Mass an authentic sign of our 
reconciliation with God and with 
one another.  This sign of peace is 
also a visible sign of our 
commitment to work for peace as 
a Christian community.  We 
approach the table of the Lord 
only after having dedicated 
ourselves as a Christian 
community to peace and 
reconciliation.” 
 

Following the sign of peace, the 
Eucharistic bread is broken and 
the sacred wine is poured while 
the assembly sings the “Lamb of 
God” litany.  This action of the 
breaking of the bread speaks our 
prayer that even though we are 
many, we all seek to become one 
body in the Lord. 
 
After the presider’s invitation to eat 
and drink and our response as an 
assembly, the Communion 
procession begins, and with it all 
join in singing the Communion 
song.  This is not a time for private 
prayer or silence.  It is a time to 
express our unity in the Lord 
through joining our voices in sung 
prayer as we come forward to 
share and become his Body and 
Blood and as we return to our 
places while others continue to 
receive Communion. 
 
After all have shared the holy 
meal, communal silence may 
follow.  The Communion Rite ends 
with the Prayer after Communion 
prayed by the presider in the 
name of us all. 
 
The community’s act of Holy 
Communion is the most perfect 
participation in the Eucharistic 
celebration. 
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Reception of Holy Communion at Mass 
 
Most of us understand the Church’s 
teaching regarding preparation for 
sharing in Holy Communion.  We 
remember that we are to fast from 
solid food for one hour prior to 
receiving Holy Eucharist to ready 
ourselves to be fed.  We also 
understand that we must be union 
with Christ and his Church to receive 
Holy Eucharist.  This means that we 
must be baptized into the Catholic 
Church and not be in a state of 
serious sin. Those conscious of 
serious sin should seek the 
sacrament of Reconciliation to 
prepare worthily for Holy 
Communion. 
 
Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, in his 
pastoral letter Guide to the 
Assembly, puts it well:  “Before 
coming forward we say, “Lord, I am 
not worthy.” We are never worthy of 
this table, for it is God’s grace and 
gift.  Yet we do come forward.  This 
is food for the journey that we began 
at baptism.  We may eat of it when 
we are tired, when we are 
discouraged, even when we have 
failed.  But not when we have 
forgotten the church, forgotten the 
way we began at the font; not when 
we have abandoned our struggle 
against evil and remain unrepentant 
for having done so.  Let us examine 
our lives honestly each time before 
approaching the Eucharist.  Worthy, 
none of us ever is, but properly 
prepared each one must be.  Christ, 
present in the Eucharist and in us, 
calls us to be a holy communion, to 
grow in love and holiness for one 
another’s sake.” 
 

 
When we come forward to share the 
Holy Eucharist, we come in 
procession, as the Body of Christ.  
We come as a pilgrim Church, the 
body of those who believe in Christ, 
on their way to the heavenly 
Jerusalem.  In fact, each time we 
move forward together to receive the 
Body and Blood of the Lord, we join 
the countless number of all the 
baptized who have gone before us, 
our loved ones, saints throughout the 
ages, pilgrims and believers all. 
 
The singing of the Communion song 
supports us in our unity in Christ.  
For some, however, the singing of 
this song is perceived as an intrusion 
on their own prayer.  In fact, 
however, this song is prayer, the 
corporate thanksgiving prayer of the 
members of the Body of Christ 
united with one another in the Lord.  
Over and over again the prayers of 
the liturgy and the norms of the 
GIRM emphasize this fundamental 
theology of the unity of the baptized, 
stressing that when we come 
together to participate in the 
Eucharistic celebration we come, not 
as individuals, but as united 
members of Christ’s body. 
 
It may be difficult for some of us to 
embrace this emphasis on Mass as 
the action of a community rather 
than an individual act of my own faith 
and piety, but it is important that we 
make every effort to do so.  This may 
be part of the self-sacrifice to which 
some of us are called.  At liturgy we 
sacrifice our individual preferences 
for the good of the whole community 
which is the Church.   
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The Posture and Gesture of Reverence for Holy Communion 
 

Standing for Holy Communion, an ancient 
practice in the Eastern and Western 
Church, was restored in the liturgical 
reforms of Vatican II.  Just as we stand in 
reverence and joy to receive the Word of 
God proclaimed in the Gospel, so we 
stand in reverence and joy to receive the 
Lord’s Body and Blood in Holy 
Communion. 
 
The revised GIRM permits the bishops of 
each country to choose the posture 
appropriate for the reception of 
communion.  The bishops of the United 
States have retained the ancient posture 
of standing as the posture for receiving 
Holy Communion. It is not in accord with 
the GIRM to genuflect or kneel.  “The 
norm for the reception of Holy Communion 
in the dioceses of the United States is 
standing.  Communicants should not be 
denied Holy Communion because they 
kneel.  Rather, such instances should be 
addressed pastorally, by providing the 
faithful with proper catechesis on the 
reasons for this norm” (GIRM #160). In 
addition, the US Bishops have added a 
simple bow of the head as an additional 
sign of reverence before receiving the 
Sacred Body and again before receiving 
the Precious Blood.  This bow should not 
delay the distribution of Holy Communion. 
 
So as we come forward, we bow our head 
in reverence, then lift our head as we gaze 
on the Lord under the appearance of 
Eucharistic bread.  The minister of 
communion says, “The Body of Christ,” 
and we respond with our strong “Amen.”   
We then process to the sacred cup where 
we repeat our gesture and response.   
 
 
 

While we receive our Lord, whole and 
entire, whether we eat his body or drink 
his blood, “…sharing in both Eucharistic 
species reflects more fully the sacred 
realities that the Liturgy signifies” (US 
Norms #11). 
 
The revised GIRM retains the choice of 
the communicant to receive the Body of 
Christ in the hand or on the tongue.  This 
is the choice of the communicant, and not 
of the minister.  
 
When receiving communion in the hand, 
we place one hand, palm up on top of the 
other hand, creating a throne for Christ.  
We then step to the side and place the 
host in our mouth and consume it.  It is not 
lawful for the communicant to hold the 
host in one’s hand and wait to consume it 
until returning to the pew. It is also not 
lawful for the communicant to dip the 
consecrated host into the Precious Blood 
him or herself.   
 
When receiving the Precious Blood, after 
the bow of the head and the response of 
“Amen” the communicant takes the cup of 
the Precious Blood, drinks from it, and 
returns it to the minister who wipes the 
outside and inside of the rim of the cup 
with a purificator and turns the cup a 
quarter turn to prepare for the next 
communicant. 
 
Processing, singing, standing, bowing the 
head, making a throne for Christ, eating 
and drinking – these are the postures, 
gestures and actions which embody the 
community’s celebration of Holy 
Communion. 
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The Concluding Rite 
 

The Concluding Rite of the Mass 
is very brief, yet it sends us out to 
be the Body and Blood of Christ 
for each other and the world. 
 
It is important to remember that 
the last prayer of the Mass is the 
Prayer after Communion.  It is part 
of the Communion Rite.  It is not a 
concluding prayer and does not 
begin the Concluding Rite. 
 
The Concluding Rite begins with 
parish announcements, if there 
are any that must be spoken 
rather than placed in the parish 
bulletin.   
 
Then we are blessed for our 
journey.  Sometimes this is done 
simply.  During the seasons of the 
Church year and special feasts, it 
is done more solemnly.  In those 
times, we bow our head and 
pause in silence to ask for God’s 
blessing.  We then conclude as we 
began, signing ourselves with the 
sign of Christ’s cross. 
 
We are dismissed – missioned, 
that is, by the deacon or presider.  
The word “Mass” means “sending” 
or “mission.”  What we have done 
at this liturgy, we must now do in 
the world.  Again, Cardinal 
Bernardin puts it well, “The 
dismissal of the assembly is like 
the breaking of the bread.  We 

have become ‘the bread of life’ 
and ‘the cup of blessing’ for the 
world.  Now we are scattered, 
broken, poured out to be life for 
the world.  What happens at 
home, at work, at meals?  What 
do we make of our time, our 
words, our deeds, our resources 
of all kinds?  This is what matters.” 
 
Whether we sing a dismissal song, 
exit to instrumental or choir music, 
or leave in silence, we know that 
our Christian work has just begun.  
As the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy reminds us, “The liturgy 
does not exhaust the entire activity 
of the Church” (CSL #9).  It 
rehearses us in who we are to be 
and how we are to be in the world. 
 
The Jewish rabbi and scholar 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 
provides us with the challenge of 
all who believe in God.  “Our 
problem is how to live what we 
pray, how to make our lives a daily 
commentary on our prayer book, 
how to live in consonance with 
what we promise, how to keep 
faith with the vision we 
pronounce.” 
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Liturgical Ministries 
 
One of the principles guiding the renewal of 
the liturgy after Vatican Council II was that 
of “fuller, more active and conscious 
participation of all” those gathered to 
celebrate the liturgy. Not only the priest, but 
all present are to be more actively involved 
in what happens at Mass and other liturgical 
celebrations.  Because of our baptism, we 
are not passive observers, but have both 
the right and the duty to be active 
participants in what happens at liturgy (CSL 
#14). 
 
One of the ways laypersons are now more 
actively involved is through the various 
liturgical ministries open to us. This includes 
lectors, altar servers, choir members, 
cantors, instrumentalists, extraordinary 
ministers of the eucharist, ministers of 
hospitality, sacristans, those who prepare 
the church by cleaning and decorating, 
liturgy planners and others. 
 
For a lively and life-giving liturgy, there is a 
need for many different services. Both the 
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (#28) and 
the revised General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal (#91) ask that each ministry 
be done by a different person. For example, 
at any given liturgy, a lector will not also be 
an altar server, nor a choir member be a 
minister of hospitality. This allows for more 
persons to share their time and talent in the 
service of the liturgy. It also makes it clear 
who is serving in which role. 
 
Those who serve in these ministries do so 
as a way of offering themselves, so that the 
worship of all may be made better.  They do 
not do it for individual recognition nor to be 
seen as somehow better than any other 
worshipper (GIRM #95). 
 
Each minister has certain functions which 
he or she performs, as outlined in the 
guidelines of the church. Some of these 
guidelines pertain to the entire church 
worldwide and others to a particular diocese 
or parish.  All guidelines, however, are 

meant to help the entire community to 
worship God more lovingly and vibrantly. 
 
Before actually serving in some way at a 
liturgy, each minister is asked to fulfill two 
requirements. One of those is that he or she 
be responding to a call from God to serve in 
a particular ministry at this time. Not all 
persons in a parish are called at the same 
time in the same way for a certain ministry. 
God respects the responsibilities we have 
for our families and other obligations in our 
lives, and invites to ministry those who are 
ready to serve and to grow by serving. 
 
A second requirement is that ministers be 
prepared for their ministry.  They receive 
training on the whats, whys and hows of 
serving as lector or cantor or extraordinary 
minister of the eucharist. Along with this 
training, they receive periodic updates in 
their ministry and in their faith. They do this 
by attending periodic retreats or days of 
reflection, reading books and articles about 
spirituality, perhaps belonging to a prayer 
group or scripture sharing group, anything 
that will help them to grow in their faith as 
Catholic Christians. They will then be better 
able to serve the community in which they 
share their time, treasure and talents as 
liturgical ministers. 
 
Even when ministers feel a need to take a 
“sabbatical” from a certain ministry, they 
continue to be active participants in every 
liturgy of which they are a part. They pray, 
sing, together with the presider, the liturgical 
ministers and the entire gathered assembly. 
They thus remain full and active participants 
in the liturgy. 
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Cross or Crucifix 
 
When we come to celebrate the liturgy, we 
bring the suffering of our lives, of our 
families, our church, and our world.  We 
gather to celebrate the paschal mystery 
and to give thanks for the saving action of 
Christ in our lives.  As we begin our prayer 
together, we mark ourselves with the sign 
of the cross, a sign of our unity with Christ 
and each other.  The symbol of the cross 
and the image of Christ crucified may be 
the most prominent of our faith.  We wear 
the crucifix around our necks, we find it in 
our homes and adorning our rosary. 
 
The crucifix has not always been such an 
important symbol.  In the early church, 
images of Christ victorious or as the Good 
Shepherd were common.  The image of a 
regal Christ, with crown and purple robes, 
seated in glory, was also seen frequently.  
It was not until the fourth century that the 
cross became a common image in 
Christian art.  Centuries later, in the 
1100’s, the crucifix with a more realistic 
image of the suffering Christ became more 
and more common. 
 
After the Reformation and efforts to 
reinforce the core elements of Catholic 
belief, the crucifix became a prominent 
and central image in the sanctuary of a 
Catholic church building.  For more than 
400 years, the crucifix was located on or 
above the main altar table. 
 
After the Second Vatican Council, we 
experienced many changes in the liturgy 
and in our places of worship.  The 1975 
edition of the General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal (GIRM) stated that in the 
church there was “to be a cross, clearly 
visible to the congregation, either on the 
altar or near it.”   

The original Latin “crux” was translated in 
this passage simply as “cross.”  In some 
places, this was interpreted to allow for 
variations in the traditional crucifix.  
Examples can be found of a simple or 
decorative cross without a corpus, an 
image of the risen Christ with the cross, 
or the risen Christ with no cross present. 
 
The revised GIRM gives us clear 
guidance on the place of the crucifix in 
our church buildings.  Paragraph #308 
states that there is “to be a cross, with the 
figure of Christ crucified upon it, either on 
the altar or near it, where it is clearly 
visible to the assembled congregation.”  
In the same paragraph we are also 
instructed that “It is appropriate that such 
a cross, which calls to mind for the faithful 
the saving Passion of the Lord, remain 
near the altar even outside of liturgical 
celebrations.” If a church does not have a 
cross with the body of Christ on it near 
the altar, plans should be made to obtain 
one. 
 
In Built of Living Stones, the US Bishops’ 
document on art and architecture for 
worship, we read “The cross with the 
image of Christ crucified is a reminder of 
Christ's paschal mystery. It draws us into 
the mystery of suffering and makes 
tangible our belief that our suffering when 
united with the passion and death of 
Christ leads to redemption” (BLS #91). 
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The Place of Reservation for the Holy Eucharist 
 
Over the last two millennia, there has been a 
wide variety of common ways that the 
Blessed Sacrament has been reserved.  In 
the early Christian church, the Blessed 
Sacrament was typically brought home for 
members of the community unable to 
participate in the Sunday Eucharist.  The 
Sacrament was commonly kept in a small 
pyx or wrapped in linen in a small basket.  
The devotion to the reserved Eucharist grew 
over time. Today, we reserve the 
consecrated bread for private adoration and 
prayer outside of the Eucharistic liturgy and 
to be brought to the sick and the dying. 
 
In the early basilicas, the Sacrament was 
kept in a pyx, a cupboard in the sacristy, or a 
wall niche.  In the 4th century we find the 
first account of an actual tabernacle.  Later, 
in the 9th century, we find an early example 
of tabernacle placed on an altar. 
 
In the medieval church, common practices 
included a small cupboard in the wall near 
the sanctuary or built into the reredos, a free 
standing “Sacrament House” or tower, a 
dove or pyx suspended over the altar, and a 
tabernacle on the altar table. 
 
After the Council of Trent, greater uniformity 
developed.  The tabernacle began to be 
placed as a rule at the center of the main 
altar.  It became part of the architecture, and 
the church building came to be seen as a 
setting for the tabernacle. 
 
In the years following the Vatican II, while 
there was a great deal of focus on the 
renewal of the sacred liturgy and our 
participation, a variety of examples emerged 
once again.  Churches built before the 
Council often provided a special challenge.  
Finding a worthy place for the tabernacle 
when the altar was pulled away from the wall 
was a difficult task, especially in small 
churches. 
 
In new churches, small, intimate prayer 
chapels were often built.  Some of these 
separate chapel spaces were not connected 

to the main body of the church.  While they 
were well suited to private devotional 
prayer, they may not have been prominent 
enough in the church building. 
 
In the new General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal (GIRM), we read that “the 
Most Blessed Sacrament should be 
reserved in a tabernacle in a part of the 
church that is truly noble, prominent, readily 
visible, beautifully decorated, and suitable 
for prayer.” (GIRM #314)  There is to be 
only one tabernacle in the church, and it 
should be designed to protect the reserved 
Sacrament to the greatest extent possible. 
(GIRM #314) 
 
The tabernacle may be located “in the 
sanctuary, apart from the altar of 
celebration” in an appropriate form and 
place. (GIRM #315)  Built of Living Stones  
(BLS), the US Bishops’ document on the 
building and renovation of worship spaces, 
tells us that when this is done, sufficient 
distance, controlled lighting, or some other 
architectural device should be used to keep 
the appropriate focus on the altar, ambo 
and presider’s chair during the liturgy. (BLS 
# 80)  The tabernacle may also be located 
in an environment or “chapel suitable for 
the faithful’s private adoration and prayer 
and which is organically connected to the 
church and readily visible to the Christian 
faithful”. (GIRM #315)   The GIRM reaffirms 
the authority of the local bishop in decisions 
regarding the placement of the tabernacle  
(GIRM #315). Archbishop Michael Sheehan 
has determined that the tabernacle 
normally be located in the sanctuary where 
it is clearly visible to those in the church. 
 
“Christ present in the eucharistic species is 
a treasure the Church has come to cherish 
and revere over the centuries.”  (BLS # 70) 
A careful study and thorough consultation 
should be undertaken when a parish plans 
any renovation or new construction that 
would impact the placement of the 
tabernacle. 
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Liturgical Furnishings 

 
The celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy and 
our other sacraments require a variety of 
furnishings and appointments.  Everything we 
use in the liturgy must serve and not hinder 
the celebration.  The Church regulates the 
particulars of our church furnishings because 
they are such an important component of the 
place where we come together to worship.  
All too often, we find poorly designed or 
crafted pieces of furniture in our sanctuaries.  
Over time, mismatched furnishings can 
collect, and older pieces begin to show wear 
and tear. 
 
In the revised General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal (GIRM), we read of the 
importance of the design of the entire space 
and its furnishings.  “Church decor should 
contribute toward the church's noble 
simplicity rather than ostentation. In the 
choice of materials for church appointments 
there should be a concern for genuineness of 
materials and an intent to foster the 
instruction of the faithful and the dignity of the 
entire sacred place.” (GIRM #292)  The 
General Instruction goes on to provide 
specific requirements for sacred furnishings. 
 
The Altar Table:  “The altar on which the 
Sacrifice of the Cross is made present under 
sacramental signs is also the table of the 
Lord to which the People of God is called 
together to participate in the Mass, as well as 
the center of the thanksgiving that is 
accomplished through the Eucharist.” (GIRM 
#296)  It is appropriate to have a fixed 
(immovable) altar table in every church. 
(GIRM #298)  It should be freestanding, and 
should be the “center toward which the 
attention of the whole congregation of the 
faithful naturally” focuses during the liturgy.  
The altar table should be made of “natural 
stone” or of “wood which is worthy, solid, and 
well crafted.” (GIRM #301)  The General 
Instruction also addresses requirements and 
recommendations for the placing of relics, 
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the use of an altar cloth, the use of candles, 
and the decoration of the altar.  Great care is 
required in all treatments of the altar because 
this symbol of Christ is worthy of our 
reverence and respect. 
 
The Ambo:  “The dignity of the word of God 
requires that the church have a place that is 
suitable for the proclamation of the word and 
toward which the attention of the whole 
congregation of the faithful naturally turns 
during the Liturgy of the Word.” The ambo 
should be stationary and be clearly visible to 
the assembly.  The ambo is reserved for the 
reading of scripture, the responsorial Psalm, 
the proclamation of the Exsultet at Easter, for 
the homily, and for the Prayer of the Faithful. 
(GIRM #309).  Careful attention must be 
given to a reliable sound system that enables 
the congregation to hear the proclamation of 
the word easily. 
 
Chair for the Priest Celebrant:  The GIRM 
states that the chair for the priest “must 
signify his office of presiding over the 
gathering and of directing the prayer.”    We 
are also instructed that “the best place for the 
chair is in a position facing the people at the 
head of the sanctuary.”  The GIRM goes on 
to caution that the chair should not be placed 
at a great distance from the gathered 
assembly or in front of the tabernacle.  In the 
design and placement of the chair, “any 
appearance of a throne, however, is to be 
avoided”  (GIRM #310). 
 
The General Instruction of the Roman Missal 
presents our Catholic tradition of reverence 
and respect for all of the liturgical furnishings 
in our church buildings.  Whenever a parish 
plans to renovate or change any of its 
furnishings, there should be a careful review 
of the regulations and guidance offered by 
the Church, both universal and diocesan.  
The GIRM, the document of the United States 
Catholic Conference, Built of Living Stones: 
Art and Architecture for Worship, and the 
Archdiocesan Environment & Art 
Subcommittee are important and helpful 
resources. 

 



What Other Changes Can We Expect in Sunday Liturgy? 
 

As a result of the revised General 
Instruction to the Roman Missal, there will 
be a few other changes that you may 
notice in the celebration of Sunday liturgy. 
 
Book of the Gospels – You may notice 
that the Book of the Gospels will be 
carried in the entrance procession rather 
than the Lectionary.  It is carried by the 
deacon or by one of the readers, if no 
deacon is present.  This is really not a 
change from the 1969 GIRM.  The 1969 
GIRM was re-introducing a practice that 
had historical precedent in the seventh 
and eighth centuries.  However, in the 
1970’s no worthy Books of the Gospels 
were being published.  So parishes 
substituted the Lectionary which 
contained all the scripture texts, not just 
the Gospels.  In the last few years 
however, beautiful and worthy editions of 
the Book of the Gospels have been 
published and these are now to be used.  
The Lectionary is to be placed on the 
ambo before Mass begins.  The Book of 
the Gospels may be carried in the 
entrance procession or placed on the 
altar before Mass begins. (GIRM #117, 
#120d) 
 
Extraordinary Ministers of Holy 
Communion – The revised GIRM and 
the US Norms for Holy Communion under 
Both Kinds retain the practice of calling 
upon extraordinary ministers of Holy 
Communion “when the size of the 
congregation or the incapacity of the 
bishop, priest or deacon requires it” (US 
Norms #28).  They may distribute either 
the Sacred Body or the Precious Blood of 
the Lord.  They may also purify the 
sacred vessels either immediately after 
communion or immediately after Mass. 
(US Indult). 

Holy Communion from the Altar, not 
Tabernacle, during Mass –“The more 
complete form of participation in the Mass 
by which the faithful, after the priest’s 
communion, receive the Lord’s body from 
the same sacrifice is strongly endorsed” 
(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, CSL 
#55). This is also supported by the 
revised GIRM, which states that “it is 
most desirable that the faithful…receive 
the Lord’s body from hosts consecrated 
at the same Mass… so that even by 
means of the signs, Communion will 
stand out more clearly as a participation 
in the sacrifice actually being celebrated” 
(GIRM #85).  Only in cases of necessity 
should the assembly at Mass 
communicate from the reserved 
sacrament in the tabernacle. 
 
There are several reasons why the 
Church reserves the Eucharist outside 
Mass:  for reverent adoration of Christ 
present in the sacrament, for 
administration of viaticum to the dying, for 
communion to the sick and if needed, for 
communion outside Mass.  The reserved 
sacrament is not intended to be used 
during the Mass. 
 
Sense of the Sacred – The entire 
revision of the GIRM calls us to 
reverence, to develop a deeper sense of 
the sacred in our communal prayer. 
Liturgy is a prayer like no other.  It is the 
source and summit of our life as Catholic 
Christians. So let our words and actions, 
our prayers and music, our worship 
spaces and liturgical furnishings and art, 
be worthy of the profound mystery we 
celebrate.  
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