
Introduction

As part of its Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium on the Sacred Liturgy, The Second Vatican Council asked 
that Priests become imbued more deeply with the spirit and power of the liturgy. 

Now, with a new translation of the Roman Missal on the way, an opportunity arises to look again at the 
issue of priestly ministry and the celebration of Mass. This will reflect the developments in approach to 
liturgy that have characterised recent years and the greater appreciation of the Council’s intentions and 
achievements.

The Mass is an action of the whole Church, expressed in the local congregation in which Priest and people 
interact in diverse ways and human values and behaviour are all-important, because they form part of a 
sacramental graced economy where things divine and human act together.  

Such an approach was a product of the twentieth century Liturgical and Patristic Movement, when a 
rediscovery of ‘mystagogy’ (liturgical spirituality) took place. The Vatican II liturgical reform attempted to 
recapture in contemporary mode the ancient sense of the liturgy as the work of God within the community 
of the baptised by which they become partakers of the divine nature.

The Liturgy as Art

The notion of the liturgy as art (ars celebrandi) is consistent with this. Celebrating the liturgy, Priest and 
people are artists. The term ‘art’ originates in notions of things being fitted rightly together. Art is ‘got 
together’, ‘joined up’ behaviour. 

Priests and congregants probably do not think of themselves as artists. That may be the fault of ‘art’ being 
seen as something esoteric, available only to those rich enough to pay for it. However, we still use the word 
‘art’ to denote craft and achievement. A football star or prize-winning chef is ‘a real artist’. Liturgy is in fact 
the fitting together of many things to form a beautiful whole. This demands skill, which is another meaning 
of the term ‘art’. 
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The present liturgical ‘culture’ in the Catholic Church results from a culture shift that took place last century. 
The culture shift might be described in the following way.

The celebration of the Sacraments used to be thought of in minimalist terms. The application of the words 
(sacramental form) to sacramental matter was all that mattered. There was an element of self-congratulation 
in the idea that in a mere few drops of water, the Sacrament of Baptism could be ‘confected’, or that in a 
small white ‘host’ Almighty God was really present. 

This was predominantly a literary posture, epigrammatic, a clever contrast of abstractions. As an account 
of Sacraments as such it was weak. It took no account of the liturgy as an action, significative or effective 
insofar as it was authentic. Liturgy was reduced to ‘ceremonies’, stage settings for the sacramental miracle, 
at worst, something to be got through as quickly as possible.

These days we make more of the sacramental signs. Some parishes now practise immersion in Baptism, 
many administer Holy Communion under both kinds. We speak of the ‘fullness of the sign’. Our account 
of sacramental rituals is more theologically nuanced, more human, integral and generous. This affects 
the Priest, for, like baptismal water and holy oil, the Priest himself in his own human being constitutes a 
sacramental sign. 

The way the Priest exercises his ministry is important for the congregation’s ability to engage in the liturgy. 
This article will examine the Priest’s ministry at Mass and restate ways that the rites themselves can be 
our teachers in the liturgical arts. In addition, as part of this essay, ICEL has undertaken to account for the 
different style of the new translations. 

First, however, we should recall a foundational principle of liturgical renewal.

Noble Simplicity

The Second Vatican Council’s Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium directed that the rituals of the Catholic 
Church should be distinguished by a ‘noble simplicity’. Rites, it stated, should clearly signify what they are 
enacting. They should not be weighed down with repetitions. 

Some theologians criticised these requirements. They claimed that the quest for clarity and simplicity was 
oversimplistic and reflected too cerebral a view of ritual activity. Some anthropologists argued that far from 
being an impediment, the repetition of actions and formulas is actually a constitutive element in religious 
rituals. While substantial, such criticisms overlooked the Council’s exact term: ‘noble simplicity’. 

Misunderstood in another quarter, the term has been taken to mean ‘simplification’: the stripping out 
of (perceived) excess in ritual or ritual environment. This reading was influenced by its time: the age of 
architectural modernism, musical atonality and abstraction in the plastic arts. The effect on churches, their 
furnishings, their music and the liturgy in general was devastating.

In fact, under the heading of ‘noble simplicity’, the Council was trying to achieve a balance between simple 
and noble, modest and sublime, plain and splendid. Such a balance had always typified the liturgy at its 
best. The scholarship that underwrote the Liturgical Movement had long ago identified this balance as a 
primary characteristic of the Roman Rite. 

‘Noble simplicity’ is both a spiritual and aesthetic quality. The liturgy is spiritual: Opus Dei, the ‘Work of God’. 
It is our participation in Christ’s high priesthood, Spiritus Sancti operante virtute: brought about by the Holy 
Spirit. The aesthetic is the beauty of God, both noble (All-Holy, Most High) and simple (‘I believe in one 
God’). 
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The liturgy is beautiful because it shares something of the divine beauty incarnate in graced lives and 
actions, expressed in human categories and endeavour. Our church buildings and liturgical ornaments, 
ritual music and speech have borne this out for over a millennium and a half. 

Ars celebrandi, the art of celebrating the liturgy is in great part the application of the principle of ‘noble 
simplicity’ – spiritual and aesthetic – to the assembly gathered for the liturgy, to the people who serve the 
liturgy and to the rituals, gestures and objects employed in the liturgy. It denotes an archetypal or iconic 
quality that should be experienced in the liturgy, the people who perform it and the places in which it is 
enacted. 

All this is an ideal to strive for. In all these earthly things there should exist the possibility of ‘seeing’ the  
truth of divine life. This archetypal quality is perhaps best ‘caught’ in words at least, in the prayer of the  
Roman Canon, In humble prayer we ask you, almighty God where the true direction and focus of the 
Eucharistic celebration is described as your altar on high, the holy heavenly altar which stands in the 
presence of God. The celebration of the liturgy ought to hint at ascension, earth being drawn up to heaven. 

The Nature of Presidential Prayer

‘Prayer’ is an ambiguous term. It means anything from silent meditation to the sound of a congregation 
singing. Liturgical prayer is not one single element, certainly not a text on its own, but rather a combination 
of elements. The following are important as contributors.

Presidential prayer begins with the congregation. This may appear paradoxical, given that we are thinking 
about something the Priest does. However, in human terms it is the congregation that is the speaking and 
acting person of the liturgy, part of the ‘we’ (that is, the whole mystery of the Church) articulated in the 
liturgical speech of the one who presides. Also, the Priest is not ‘over and against’ the congregation. He is 
part of it, one of the baptised in service to all the baptised. The action of prayer involves the congregation 
from the moment the Priest says, Let us pray.

The assembly at prayer is a multiform gathering, enabled and served by a diversity of ministries. Saint Paul 
speaks of the diverse gifts of the Spirit that make the life of the community possible. Gifts have to be owned 
and exercised. The gifts that come with ordination to the role of presiding at the liturgy are divine gifts. But 
they exist and are expressed in human terms. There is no shame in Priests testing, assessing and improving 
their exercise. 

The liturgical assembly is also a body subject to tradition, the lex orandi (‘the rule of prayer’). The liturgical 
tradition is part of the complex known theologically as traditio: the ‘handing on’ of narrative, teaching, ritual 
and devotion that is the activity and inheritance of the Church. As traditio, the liturgy is entrusted to the 
Church but not invented by the Church. Tradition names the liturgy as the Opus Dei (‘the Work of God’).  

In practical terms, obedience to tradition allows the congregation a true participation in the work of God. 
Tradition is inclusive. It allows congregants to know ‘what we are about’ as opposed to ‘Whatever are they 
going to get up to next?’ ‘Spontaneity’ – in reality the creation of exclusive groups and languages within 
the assembly – is not a vehicle for liturgical improvement. The actions and words have a ‘style’ that must be 
assimilated by those who serve the liturgy.

The congregation contains a network of relationships, close, loose and anonymous, that form its human 
texture. There will be differing expectations. From the moment the Priest enters, assessments are being 
made. ‘It’s Father X today. That means a long /short /boring /inaudible /thoughtful /controversial, etc. 
homily’. Equally, the congregants have gathered for Mass from different places both physical and spiritual. 
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Some will arrive in a rush and others with greater leisure. People will be greeting fellow parishioners they 
only see once a week, and so on. Priests need to be sensitive to all these human factors. They are among 
the human threads that they attempt to gather up or ‘collect’ as they pass through the assembly and begin 
the Mass. It goes without saying that the aim is to be in every way as attentive amid a whole congregation 
as one would be when being attentive to someone individually.

Presidential prayer is more than speaking words. It is ritual action. Our culture is uncomfortable with ritual 
action. ‘Ritual’ is obscurantist, ‘mere symbol’, lacking in personal meaning, at worst feigned and insincere. 
Yet ritual is necessary for the enacting of spiritual values. True symbol is never ‘merely’ symbolic. Symbol 
and Sacrament are synonymous. That ‘counter intuitiveness’ in our Catholic ritual tradition is the reason 
why some form of preparation is a necessity for all who participate in the liturgy. Liturgy, like faith, is a new 
language constituting a new world.

Priests are part of the liturgical assembly, charged with two roles. They act in the person of Christ, the Head 
of the Body, and stand before God at the head of that Body and in its name. Presidential prayer is a ministry 
for, from, towards and within the Church, a theme expressed in the Preface of The Priesthood of Christ and 
the ministry of Priests in the Missal (cf. Holy Thursday, Chrism Mass). The Priest is not doing it for himself. One 
of the temptations Priests experience is to become performers. This can actually lead to the Priest losing his 
focus and becoming disengaged from the congregants.  

It is stating the obvious to say that the Priest has to be present for the liturgy. Less obvious is the manner of 
presence. It is ‘presence to’ or ‘with’. Such fuller presence is generated by attentiveness: to the congregation, 
to the action, the words and gestures of the rite. Attentiveness is a quality learned, or perhaps absorbed, in 
prayer. If Christ is present in the person of the minister, then the human presence, attitude and actions of 
the one who presides are a ‘sacramental’, a vehicle of the presence of Christ to his Church. 

As ritual people, Priests need to employ the human body. Some are ill at ease with the bodily aspects of 
liturgy. Clergy were once taught that personality is to be minimised by the celebrant at Mass. When the 
vestments are put on, the personality of the man is subsumed into that of the Priest. This is a valuable 
insight, but it is not a justification for a Priest to act like a robot. It is not a matter of something being hidden 
by ritual dress so much as of something revealed by it. The economy is that of the Incarnation. The Priest’s 
humanity reveals divine things. The principle of ‘Noble simplicity’, trying to express both the divine and  
the human, suggests that liturgical gestures be both ritually communicative and humanly authentic.

Presidential Prayer is also a matter of words and texts. In an age now past, where ‘the spiritual life’ and 
‘the ceremonies of the liturgy’ were conceptually isolated from (and somewhat hostile to) one another, it 
might not have been an obvious thought that a Priest’s spiritual reading ought first and foremost to be the 
prayers he speaks every day at Mass. Yet it is opportune to remember that the Liturgical Movement of last 
century received encouragement from the Motu Proprio of Pope St. Pius X Tra le Sollecitudini. This document 
enunciated the principle that full, conscious and active participation in the Sacred Liturgy was the primary 
and indispensable source of authentic Christian spirituality. 

In last place, but most important of all is the Divine Mystery: God, the unnameable One who has welcomed 
us into the world of divine interaction, exchange and communion that we name as the Holy and Undivided 
Trinity. Liturgy requires that those who perform it are ready to act and speak in ways appropriate to being 
present before the All-Holy. For the baptised, to ‘stand in your presence and serve you’ (a quotation from 
the Book of Daniel describing the Angelic liturgy) means not merely being static in the Presence. It means 
being at work (‘liturgy’ comes from the Greek for ‘work’) within the dynamic gift of divine life, ‘partakers of 
the divine nature’. Authentic religious ritual achieves a congruent appropriateness in action and speech. 
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Catechetically, ‘prayer’ is often presented as ‘talking to God’. In liturgy, to pursue such intimacy is 
oversimplistic. To use it as a template for liturgical prayer is to assume that the stances and speech we 
adopt in public and private are identical. This is not so. Liturgy is a public activity. Public discourse requires 
a certain formality and predictability. These things will enable it to be effective, especially when within the 
predictable form, the unpredictable or striking is spoken. Private speech is intimate in a way inappropriate, 
and frequently inaudible, in public. 

Presidential Prayer must also reflect what we believe and teach about God. That is why some informal prayers 
which tell God what God knows already are not suitable for liturgy. Prayer, both spoken and gestured, is an 
acknowledgment of the absolute priority of divine action and divine grace. Such an acknowledgement is a 
conspicuous feature of Roman orationes (‘orations’). Those who speak them will better appreciate that the 
gesture reflects and is one with the meaning of what they are saying. To stretch out one’s hands in prayer is 
a gesture of receptivity and submission, as well as one of thanksgiving. 

Presidential prayer is offered through Christ and in the unity of the Holy Spirit. In other words, the rule of 
prayer is the rule of faith. To safeguard this requires some fixity in expression. Above all, at the liturgy it is 
in the presence of the All-Holy that we speak and act, while at the same time possessing the boldness of 
children to say, ‘Our Father’. That operational paradox – prayer as both simple and sublime – must mould 
the way liturgical prayer is acted and spoken.  

In recent years the aspect of prayer as listening has been taken more seriously. The Missal allows for the 
possibility of silent pauses: after the readings, homily and Holy Communion. One might add to these the 
urgent need for silence before Mass begins. The Church should not suddenly pass from hubbub to hymnody. 
Word, action, silence and stillness together form a liturgical rhythm ordered towards contemplation. The 
Priest has the responsibility of moderating the moments of silent prayer so that they are the right length 
for the congregation and the occasion. This will require a sense of both recollectedness and awareness of 
others on his part. 

Consequences and Issues Arising

Preparation:  In terms of the Priest’s own spiritual life and in practical ways, preparation for the liturgy is 
essential. In practice, choices sometimes have to be made between rites and texts. On some occasions we 
use different rites (Palm Sunday, for instance). At times the Priest may speak freely to the congregation. This 
free speech is best prepared beforehand.  Knowing the particular congregation is also important.

The prayers of the liturgy, particularly perhaps the Prefaces and Eucharistic Prayers, should be a primary 
source of the Priest’s personal daily prayer. The practice of Lectio divina (prayerful reading) is as applicable 
to the prayers of the liturgy as it is to the Scriptures. 

Posture, Gesture, Direction:  With the Priest facing the congregation, it is important to know where he is to 
look when he acts and speaks. Greeting and instruction are addressed to the people and should be enacted 
and experienced as such. Prayer is directed to God. When articulating the prayers, the Priest should not 
appear to be addressing the congregation. The gesture of holding the hands outstretched when reciting 
a prayer text is a different one from extending the hands towards the congregation in greeting. Speaking 
the prayers is best accompanied by raising the eyes. In liturgy, metaphors are enacted as ritual and heaven 
is indeed above us. 

Chant and singing:  In the Latin tradition, the ancient practice was to chant the presidential prayers at 
a Solemn Mass and to speak them in a low voice (more or less) at Low Mass. When the vernacular was 
introduced, it was assumed that the vernacular Mass would be a Low Mass. By that time, however, the Low 
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Mass had become in many places the ‘Dialogue Mass’, where some prayers were spoken out loud between 
Priest and congregation. Accordingly, the translations we currently use were made with speech, rather 
than singing, in mind. 

The issue of chanting prayer, however, is one that liturgists need to champion. Always allowing for 
the capabilities of Priests, the chanting of prayer can add a degree of ‘art’, performance, solemnity and 
objectivity that is not so achievable in spoken language. It lifts the text above the mundane. It avoids the 
temptation to add ‘meaningful’ emphasis. T.S. Eliot’s instruction to readers of his poetry to ‘Speak the word 
only’ is relevant here. An over mannered quality of speaking can sour the speech and create a ‘personality’ 
out of the speaker which is not authentic and therefore inappropriate to the liturgy.

Liturgical vesture for the Priest:  Liturgical garments are firstly an expression of Christians’ status as a 
baptised people. At Baptism, a white garment is put on. Those who preside wear vestments to reveal their 
ministry and function. Every aspect of the vestments worn at the liturgy should facilitate this as well as 
express it.

For the Priest, over the white alb, worn with amice and cincture if necessary, the proper vestments are 
the stole and chasuble. These vestments should be ample and simple. Their materials, design, shape and 
folds should provide the primary ornamentation. This should not stop them being rich and beautiful but 
garments are usually enhanced by their simplicity rather than by quantities of applied ornament. In general, 
the vestments should be obviously of the liturgical colour of the day.

Appropriate wearing is as important as design and composition in liturgical vestments. The amice should 
cover ordinary clothing at the neck. Its ancient function (still necessary in hot climates) was to protect the 
stole and chasuble from sweat and grease. The cincture holds the stole in place. The stole is worn beneath 
the chasuble. The ‘overlay stole’ marketed by commercial firms is an abuse. 

If older and precious vestments are being used, the wearer should take care that they are worn and treated 
properly, for example, with so-called ‘Roman’ chasubles, it is better to wear the stole crossed beneath the 
chasuble for the sake of its appearance. 

For Bishops, the Pectoral Cross is not a liturgical vestment and should not be worn over the chasuble. The 
proper liturgical ornaments for the Bishop are the crosier (pastoral staff) and the mitre.

Microphones:  Microphones are pastorally important. They aid the participation of all in a large building 
and those hard of hearing and those with artificial hearing need their use. As such they are not optional in 
the liturgy. Those who use them need to remember that their function is to convey speech. They will not 
correct poor speaking, nor should they be used to add effect or a false sense of intimacy to the speech. 

Some microphones have to be worn in conjunction with vestments, though the fact that the wearer is in 
constant movement often asks more of them than they were designed for. The best way of wearing them 
is either to clip the battery and control package to the cincture or to use a small pouch hung around the 
neck so that the wearer can access the control and turn off the equipment when necessary. When the 
microphone is clipped on to a vestment, care should be taken as some clips tend to damage delicate or 
precious fabrics.

Presiding at Mass

Throughout the liturgy, the shape of the rite and the gestures required offer the best instruction as to 
performance. To reiterate: the principle of ‘noble simplicity’ means that liturgical behaviour should be 
humanly authentic because it is in the human reality that the divine Word has become incarnate.
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1. The Introductory Rites 

a. Assembly and Priest:  Before taking his place at the chair, the Priest is encouraged to walk through the 
congregation (being a man taken from their midst) with the ministers, especially with the Deacon (if he is 
present) carrying the Book of the Gospels. This takes place during the entrance antiphon, psalm or song. 
Such an entry already expresses the dynamic relationship between Christ, his assembly and his minister.

b. The Altar: symbol of Christ the Lord:  The altar stands as a symbol of Christ. The Priest (and Deacon) 
will venerate the altar with a deep bow (or genuflection if the Blessed Sacrament is reserved close by) and 
by kissing it. The Book of the Gospels will be placed upon it. The Priest may incense the cross and the altar. 
With deliberation and reverence the Priest will by his actions evoke the holiness of what is being done.

c. Greeting and opening words:  The Priest opens the celebration with the Sign of the Cross and the 
Greeting. Various forms of the Greeting are offered. The Greeting is a symbolic ritual. Its purpose is to 
constitute the liturgical assembly. The Priest names the people as the Lord’s people: The Lord be with you. 
By their response And with your spirit, the congregation names him as one endowed with the spiritual gifts 
necessary for service.

d. Gestures:  When greeting the congregation, the Priest extends his hands toward them. This and all 
gestures should be deliberate and careful, experienced as true and authentically human, but springing 
from the Spirit of the Lord who is gathering his people anew.

e. Introducing the Liturgy:  The Priest may speak briefly to introduce the Mass. His words are an extension 
of the liturgical Greeting and should evoke the presence of Christ among his people. This introduction 
should be carefully prepared beforehand.

f. The Penitential Act and Gloria:  Three forms of the Penitential Act are proposed and the Priest should 
take advantage of this. Forms 1 and 2 are suitable for penitential seasons and form 3, the expanded Kyrie, 
for feasts. The Priest will be acting as a director for the congregation, but he also acts as one of them. He 
should sing and speak with them, but, remembering that there will usually be a microphone, not dominate 
them.

g. The Collect: The Collect is the first of the important prayer forms found in the Mass. It is set in a sequence 
of equal actions. First the Priest invites the people to pray. Then he allows a space of silence for them to do 
so. Lastly, he recites or chants the prayer, to which all reply, Amen. 

This whole sequence is a dialogue. This suggests how the Priest should handle it. When inviting the 
congregants to pray he speaks and looks towards them, and then, along with them, he might bow his head 
for the silent prayer. This pause should be long enough for congregants to ‘collect’ the things they want to 
pray for. Then he raises his hands for the prayer spoken in their name.

The form of the Roman Collect is a terse and elegant distillation of the pattern of biblical prayer. Its most 
developed form exhibits four elements: naming of God, recounting of divine attributes and/or deeds, 
petition and conclusion. The Prayers over the Offerings and after Communion follow this form, though 
with greater simplicity.  

2.  The Liturgy of the Word

The Liturgy of the Word forms the first phase of the dialogue structure that governs the Mass as a whole. God 
calls, the Church responds with the Sacrifice which you yourself have provided for your Church (Eucharistic 
Prayer IV). In the Liturgy of the Word, the Church listens to God’s call to covenant. The Priest is one with the 
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congregants in being a listener, but presides nonetheless by his attitude and occasionally by his words.  

His attitude should display intent listening. He encourages the reader/lector and the congregation in 
displaying an undivided attention to the Word of God. He should not withdraw into himself, eyes down and 
head bent, but watch the reader approaching to read and during the reading. He should join in with the 
acclamation Thanks be to God. He should participate in the singing or recitation of the psalm. In all this he 
models the congregation’s behaviour. His words may include occasionally a short introduction to a reading. 
He will proclaim the Gospel if necessary.

After the psalm or second reading, if a Deacon is present, he will give the Deacon the blessing in a low 
voice. If no Deacon is present, the Priest will go to the altar and after making a reverence, take up the Book 
of the Gospels. At that point, and not before, it is appropriate to begin the singing of the Alleluia or Gospel 
Acclamation. His progress to the ambo with the book should be deliberate and with reverence. 

The Book of the Gospels has a special place in the liturgy. It is brought in as part of the entrance procession 
and placed on the altar. It is venerated with a kiss and incense. In all this, the Book of the Gospels functions 
as an icon of Christ (something borne out in the decoration of ancient Gospel Book casings). After the 
Gospel is proclaimed he will kiss the book, close it and place it in a suitable location. Then, allowing time for 
everyone to settle, he will begin the homily.

The homily is integral to the liturgy. For this, it must be attentive to God, the fruit of attentive reading 
of the Scriptures. It must be prophetic, leading the assembly in understanding ‘What the Spirit says to 
the Churches’. It is integral to the Mass, linking Word and Eucharist. It prepares the congregation for their 
response in the Eucharistic Prayer. A homily is obligatory on Sundays and a short homily is recommended 
on weekdays. The Priest may stand at the ambo or at the chair.

After the homily the Priest should sit for a few moments and allow a time for reflection. He should then 
stand and begin the Creed (on Sundays). Then he will introduce the Prayer of the Faithful. His words here 
should be brief. In fact he need only say, Let us pray. The Deacon (or in his absence, another minister) 
announces the intentions for prayer.

The intentions are addressed to the congregation, not to God. They should be brief invitations to prayer. 
Models for the intentions may be found in Appendix V of the Missal. The concluding prayer may be taken 
from Appendix V: Sample Formularies for the Universal Prayer, or from one of the Prayers over the People in 
the Order of Mass of the Missal. If they are composed, then the Collect form should be employed. 

3. The Liturgy of the Eucharist

On the night he was given up, Christ took the bread and cup, gave thanks, broke the bread and distributed 
the bread and cup to the disciples. That action of giving thanks and administering constitutes the basis of 
the Liturgy of the Eucharist. It is expressed in the Eucharistic Prayer and the Communion Rite. To this basis 
are added two preparatory rites, that of the preparation of the bread and wine and the breaking of the 
bread before Holy Communion.

a. Preparation:  The preparation is the role of the Deacon (if one is present) and ministers. The bread and 
wine are gifts from the people. They should be brought forward by members of the congregation. The 
Priest should receive them and pass them to the Deacon or ministers. Other gifts for the service of the poor 
may be placed in the sanctuary but not on the altar. When the bread and chalice have been prepared, the 
Priest goes to the altar and recites the short prayers. He should hold the bread and chalice a little above 
the altar, but not raise them high, since the rites are simply preparatory, not sacrificial. It is good to place 
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the bread and wine on the altar in the middle, so that everyone can see that these are gifts for the whole 
Church, not solely the concern of the Priest. 

The Prayer over the Offerings is the only prayer in this part of the Mass that must be recited out loud. The 
Missal directs that the other prayers be recited quietly, though the Priest may recite the two ‘Blessed are 
you’ prayers aloud. The action of taking and preparing the gifts and altar and the incensing of the altar 
and people (where appropriate) should be done with ceremony and style, but this moment of the Mass is 
above all an action which should need few words. 

Everything should now be ready for the most important act of the Mass. The altar book should be open at 
the Preface page, any concelebrants in their places, Bishops should have removed the skullcap (zucchetto).  
A short pause is commendable at this point. 

b. The Eucharistic Prayer:  This is the centre and culmination of the whole Mass. It is a prayer of thanksgiving 
and sanctification. It is the second of the important prayer forms found in the Mass. During it, the Church 
in thanksgiving offers to God the Body and Blood of Christ ‘the sacrifice acceptable to you and the source 
of salvation for the whole world’.  

The Prayer itself consists first of the opening Dialogue The Lord be with you / Lift up your hearts / Let us give 
thanks to the Lord our God.  The Priest then takes up the It is right and just response of the people, beginning 
the thanksgiving or Preface with It is truly right and just. The thanksgiving culminates in or (in EP’s III and IV) 
includes the Sanctus, the hymn of the Angels taken from Isaiah 6 and Psalm 117 (118) . After this, the Priest 
commends the offerings, extends his hands over them and asks for their sanctification. He recounts Jesus’ 
acts at the Last Supper and makes the Eucharistic memorial and offering. He recites the intercessions and 
concludes with chanting the Final Doxology Through him … 

The Priest makes the Eucharistic Prayer with, and in the name of, the assembly. The congregation make it 
their own by attentive listening and by acclamation: the Sanctus, the acclamation after The mystery of faith 
and the final Amen.

First and foremost, the Eucharistic Prayer is just that, a prayer addressed to God. It is one single prayer, 
not a sequence of prayers. It evokes God’s mighty works of salvation, and invokes the Holy Spirit to make 
effectual the eternal sacrifice of Christ in the communion of the Church, so that the Father, through Christ 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, may be perfectly glorified. The Priest in speaking or chanting it should have 
his hands extended and his eyes raised throughout, except for the moments when he is handling the bread 
or the chalice. To achieve this, the ideal is to know many of the Prefaces and much of the prayer by heart. 

It is important to remember that the narrative sections are as much part of the prayer as the rest. They are 
not directed at the congregation. In particular, the recital of the words and actions of Jesus are not a mime. 
Priests must not break the Eucharistic bread at that point, since the liturgical pattern means that the proper 
place for doing this is after the Lord’s Prayer.

In speaking or singing the Eucharistic Prayer, the Priest must be clearly audible. If there are concelebrants, 
they should speak quietly to allow the voice of the principal celebrant to be heard. The Priest should aim 
at evoking the praise and prayer of the congregation, both by his manner of speaking, his gestures and 
most important of all, his attitude of prayerful focus on what he is doing. It must always be clear that 
fundamentally the Eucharist is the prayer of the whole Church.

c. The Communion Rite:  The rites prior to Communion embody the Lord’s gesture of breaking the bread 
and giving it to his disciples. These actions, rather than any words, must be the focus of this part of the 
Mass, bearing in mind that the whole Mass is described in Apostolic times as ‘The Breaking of Bread’. 
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The Communion Rite begin with the Lord’s Prayer, with its embolism Deliver us ... and the prayer and Sign of 
Peace. The Deacon, if he is present, will invite the congregants to exchange the peace. The Priest will give 
the peace to the person next to him, as will the whole congregation. It is inappropriate for the Priest to go 
round the Church. The Sign of Peace is not a hierarchical gesture from altar to congregation but a ‘lay led’ 
ritual.

After the Sign of Peace the Priest (and Deacon) breaks/break the Eucharistic bread. If they take time over 
the breaking of the Eucharistic bread while the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) is being sung (It may be prolonged 
to allow for the bread to be broken) then the proper focus of this part of the Mass will be achieved. It is easy 
to lose the breaking of the bread as a visible ritual. However, the breaking should not be unduly prolonged 
and it is not permitted to pour out the Precious Blood into chalices. The breaking is reserved to the Priest 
and Deacon. The Priest will then give a piece of the Host to any concelebrants who are present.

The Priest genuflects, takes the host and shows it to the congregation with the words Behold the Lamb of 
God. He prepares himself for Communion by reciting the prayer. This is a private prayer and must be recited 
inaudibly. The Priest reverently receives Communion (and then communicates the Deacon). If extraordinary 
ministers of Holy Communion are used, they approach the altar at this point. Holy Communion is then 
given to the congregation.

Communion taken from the tabernacle is discouraged, though in many churches it will be a practical 
necessity. 

Sensitivity is necessary where admission to Holy Communion is concerned. It may be necessary to remind 
people that only Roman Catholics may communicate. Those not communicating may be invited to receive 
a blessing. A blessing should be offered to children and Catholics who for some reason are not receiving the 
Sacrament. With children who have not made their First Communion, it is a good idea to communicate their 
parents first and then to lay a hand on the head or shoulder of the child or make some other appropriate 
gesture as a sign of inclusion.

d. After Communion:  The Priest (or Deacon) reverently gathers the remains of the consecrated bread in 
the vessel for reservation in the tabernacle. He should consume what remains in the chalice. Then, or after 
Mass, he should purify the vessels at the side table. 

The Missal recommends that a ‘sacred silence’ should be observed after Communion, or a suitable song 
sung. The Priest should sit down for this and make it clear that he is leading the people in reflection on the 
precious gift they have received. He should remember that for some congregants there has already been a 
lengthy pause as they received Communion first. 

After the pause, the Priest stands and recites the Prayer after Communion. He (or another minister) should 
then give any notices that may be necessary. 

4. The Concluding Rites

After the Communion Rite, the Priest blesses the people, using either one of the Solemn Blessings or a 
Prayer over the People or the Simple Blessing. The Missal provides a Prayer over the People during Lent at 
each Mass. For the Solemn Blessing and the Prayer over the People, the Priest (the Deacon, if he is present) 
asks the congregants to bow for the blessing.

The Solemn Blessing is the third of the important prayer forms in the Mass. It ordinarily consists of three 
statements, to each of which the congregants respond with Amen. These are followed by the usual 
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Trinitarian blessing. The Priest needs to speak each section and enunciate its cadence in such a way that 
Amen becomes the natural response.

The Priest should make good use of the gestures employed: inviting the people to bow, extending his 
hands over the people and the sign of the Cross. The dismissal is then given and the ministers retire.

Conclusion

Art, beauty, celebration: in the Catholic Church, God communicates to his people something of the divine 
life. It is a communication in sacrament. Within the community which he calls into being, through graced 
human acts and words, by the work of the Holy Spirit, Christ imparts to his people a participation in the 
dynamic engagement of creative love that is the Holy Trinity. He does this that the world may believe.

Human acts and words are crucial to this mystery, just as human flesh was to the divine Word. And to speak 
of human acts and words is to speak of their authenticity, their quality, their deliberateness and reverence, 
in short, their art. The Ars Celebrandi is nothing less than our participation in the gracious circle of the work 
of God.


