
Introduction 

High on the sanctuary wall of two Catholic churches in London, behind the altar, there is a large image 
of the risen Christ.1 The figure instantly catches the eye of anyone entering those churches and makes a 
strong impression. His right hand raised in greeting, still showing the mark of the nail which pierced it, this 
is Jesus as he appeared in the closed upper room among his fearful disciples on the evening of Easter day. 
The words on his lips at that moment were ‘Peace be with you’ (Jn 20:20-21), and he still speaks those words 
to all who go into a church and enter the house of God, especially those who are anxious or troubled. 

However, our churches are built not just for individual visits but primarily for the gathering of the People 
of God and the celebration of the liturgy, especially the Eucharist, and it is most of all in those celebrations 
that the statues just mentioned have their significance. They remind the assembled faithful that it is always 
the risen Lord who truly presides at the Church’s liturgy, and that he brings into each liturgical celebration, 
and particularly into each Mass, the joy of Easter and the power and consolation of the Resurrection. 
Something new and definitive breaks into our earthly lives and our normal time-frame on those blessed 
occasions, something boundless and eternal, namely the Kingdom of God, the new heavens and new earth, 
the fulfilment of God’s promises, everything that flows from the victory of Christ and gives life to the world. 

Whenever a Bishop presides at the Eucharist, his greeting to the people is ‘Peace be with you’; he speaks 
the words of the risen Lord. In fact that greeting is proper to Bishops – Priests do not use it. This liturgical 
practice shows that the Bishop is the principal representative of Christ in the Church’s liturgy. When Priests 
preside at Mass, and themselves act in the person of Christ, they do so in the name and place of the Bishop.2 
The Bishop is the primary icon of Christ among his people. First and foremost it is he who represents in the 
midst of the faithful the risen Lord who has conquered death and so is ‘a true teacher of life’.3

1  The churches are the Church of Our Lady, St. John’s Wood, and Our Lady of Victories, Kensington, and both figures are by the artist, Michael 
Clarke. For photographs of the former, see www.rcsjw.org.uk/churches/ol_pictures.html

2  Cf. Vatican II, Sacrosanctum concilium, no. 42; Lumen gentium, no. 28; Presbyterorum ordinis, no. 5. Further references to these three texts will 
be indicated below by SC, LG, and PO, respectively, and references to the conciliar texts Dei verbum and Apostolicam actuositatem will be 
indicated by DV and AA, respectively. Quotations from the Council’s texts are taken from International Commission on English in the Liturgy, 
ed., Documents on the Liturgy, 1963-1979, Conciliar, Papal, and Curial Texts (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1982). Scripture translations 
throughout are from the New Revised Standard Version. 

3  Pope Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter, Spe salvi (2007), 6, cf. nos. 26-27.
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Of course, the Bishop himself is first of all a baptised Christian, as one of the greatest Bishops of the early 
Church, St. Augustine, expressed in a famous phrase: ‘for you I am a Bishop’, he said preaching to his people, 
‘with you I am a Christian’.4 These words help us to understand correctly the relationships between Christ 
himself, the whole People of God and the Church’s ordained ministers. The New Testament teaches that all 
of the people have been anointed by the Holy One (cf. 1 Jn 2:20) and participate in the anointing of Christ 
himself, the Lord’s anointed (Acts 4:26-27, cf. 10:38). As members of the Body of Christ, whose very name 
means ‘anointed’, they become Christians. 

Baptism and Confirmation both involve anointing with holy chrism, the priestly oil. By this washing and 
anointing, the faithful share the life of Christ and are ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 
own people’ (1 Pet 2:9). In that very dignified capacity, they are called ‘to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable 
to God through Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet 2:5). Now, offering sacrifice is precisely what priests do, so here we have 
an explanation of the idea of the people being ‘a royal priesthood’ – the faithful are called and empowered 
to offer something to God, namely ‘spiritual sacrifices’, and to do so ‘through Jesus Christ’. 

But how can this possibly happen? How can it be expressed? From earliest times, certain members of the 
community have been chosen and given a further anointing so as to represent Christ among his people. 
They receive the people’s gifts and offer them to God in Christ’s name, making it clear by their public prayer 
at that moment that they are indeed doing so though him, and with him and in him. In the sacred drama of 
the liturgy, and most especially in the Eucharist, through the ministry of those who have been ordained to 
perform this service for their brothers and sisters, the essential dynamic of life in Christ is enacted. Ordained 
ministers represent Christ in the midst of his people, and enable the faithful to put into practice the share 
they all have in Christ’s priesthood. 

In other words, the liturgy totally and utterly depends on the priesthood of Christ – he is the great liturgist! 
– and liturgy is the motor at the heart of Christian living that enables all of us truly to live in accordance with 
our name, as Christians, sharing the life of Christ. We must now investigate what that sharing means, what 
is the priesthood of Christ, what are those ‘spiritual sacrifices’, and how does all this fit together through the 
respective liturgical actions of members of the Body of Christ? 

I. Christ the Priest 

We often say that the Priest acts in the person of Christ (in persona Christi) in the Mass, but what exactly 
do we mean? He represents Christ, yes, but Christ at what stage of his life? Is it Christ at the Last Supper, 
or Christ on Calvary, or what? The Mass has essential references both to the Last Supper and to Christ’s 
sacrifice on Calvary. As Pope John Paul II wrote: ‘This sacrifice is so decisive for the salvation of the human 
race that Jesus Christ offered it and returned to the Father only after he had left us a means of sharing in it as 
if we had been present there’.5 When we come together for Mass, therefore, there is a sense in which we are 
present at the Last Supper itself, in which Jesus was already anticipating his sacrifice and entering into it. 
Already at the Last Supper he prayed: ‘Father, the hour has come’ (Jn 17:1). So is it Jesus at the Last Supper 
that the Priest represents? 

We might say that it is the Jesus of the Last Supper that the Priest represents, but not Jesus actually at 
the Last Supper. We must beware of getting trapped in history like that. The Bishop’s liturgical greeting 
to the faithful puts us on the right track: it is Christ as he is today, the risen Lord, that the one who presides 
represents. Christ has now returned to his Father, as the quote from Pope John Paul makes clear. A little 

4  St. Augustine, Sermo 340, 1 (PL 38, 1483).
5  Pope John Paul, Encyclical Letter, Ecclesia de Eucharistia (2003, hereafter EDE), no. 11 (emphasis in original).
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further on he adds that the Mass is ‘the sacramental re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice, crowned by his 
resurrection’.6 The post-resurrection story of the disciples meeting Jesus on the road to Emmaus (Lk 24:13-
35) is valuable here – in fact it is full of liturgical meaning. Jesus joins the downcast disciples on the road 
and explains the Scriptures to them (cf. the Liturgy of the Word at Mass), then he sits down with them 
at table and breaks bread (cf. the Liturgy of the Eucharist). This story recorded by the early Christians in 
Luke’s Gospel surely reflects their own liturgical experience of the presence of the risen Jesus in their midst 
explaining the Scriptures and breaking the bread. But then, of course, Jesus vanished from their sight (Lk 
24:31), and that is an important liturgical indicator also. The risen Jesus has now ascended to his Father, and 
that is where he now is, invisible to us, but not distant from us. In fact, though we cannot see him in the 
liturgy, he is so close that it is as if in the twinkling of an eye he might appear, just as in the twinkling of an 
eye he vanished from the two disciples, and our hearts now burn with expectation as theirs burnt within 
them in remembrance (cf. Lk 24:32). Like them, we know him ‘in the breaking of the bread’ (Lk 24:35). 

The Letter to the Hebrews is extraordinarily helpful as we try to envisage Jesus as he is now, not only 
crucified and risen, but also ascended into heaven. This is the Jesus who is really present in the Mass. The 
Letter teaches that all through his life ‘Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears’ 
(Heb 5:7). His whole life, in other words, was priestly. He did not just become a Priest on Calvary or at the 
Last Supper; at every moment he was offering himself to his Father, and that priestly life simply reached its 
culmination on the Cross. Now, having made that one single and unrepeatable sacrifice for sins by offering 
himself ‘without blemish’ to God through the Holy Spirit, he has secured for us an eternal redemption, and 
has entered ‘once for all into the Holy Place’, the heavenly sanctuary (Heb 9:12-14; 10:12-14). He now lives 
for ever, as ‘High Priest’, making intercession for and saving ‘those who approach God through him’ (Heb 
7:25-26). Jesus ministers in the heavenly sanctuary bearing his blood shed for our redemption (Heb 12:24), 
so we learn that though he is risen his sacrifice remains an integral part of him for evermore and will never 
be laid down or set aside. Moreover, strikingly, the writer of the Letter tells his hearers that this heavenly 
sanctuary has been thrown open to them: ‘you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, 
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn 
who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 
and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than 
the blood of Abel’ (Heb 12:22-24). 

What can this mean? It seems that the Letter gives us another precious insight into the liturgical experience 
of the early Christians, an insight recorded and passed on so that future generations, including ourselves, 
would come to appreciate these marvels in their own experience of the selfsame liturgy. The recipients 
of the Letter would have heard those words when the Letter was read in the ‘Liturgy of the Word’ at their 
gathering for the breaking of bread on the Lord’s Day, and they learnt from them what they had really come 
to and what was really happening: Jesus himself was the Priest in their midst, and they were surrounded 
by Angels and Saints, albeit invisibly. The message to them retains all its force and power for us in the 
celebration of the Eucharist today: ‘Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let 
us also lay aside every weight, and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race 
that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfector of our faith, who for the joy that was set 
before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne 
of God’ (Heb 12:1-2).

Yet another liturgical insight comes to us in the Book of Revelation, reinforcing what we have just seen. 
John was in exile on the island of Patmos, and he tells us it was the Lord’s Day (Rev 1:10) – probably a clue, 

6  EDE, no. 15 (emphasis added). 
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inviting us to think what he would have been doing that day, and pointing us towards the liturgy. He found 
himself ‘in the Spirit’ and received breathtaking visions. For him, too, heaven was thrown open and he saw 
Jesus, ‘the first and the last’, who told him: ‘I was dead, and see, I am alive for ever and ever’ (Rev 1:12-18). A 
little later he saw Jesus now as the Lamb of God, standing at God’s throne on Mount Zion and surrounded 
by a multitude of the redeemed (Rev 14:1-5; cf. 7:9-17) – exactly the scene that the Letter to the Hebrews 
describes. Moreover, the Lamb, alive and well, nevertheless bears marks ‘as if it had been slaughtered’ (Rev 
5:6). Again, as in the Letter to the Hebrews, we learn that Christ is in glory but that his sacrifice is still 
indelibly marked upon him and is never to be forgotten. The statues mentioned at the start make the same 
point: the risen Jesus still bears the marks of his sacrifice. In fact, it seems that the multitude in the heavenly 
gathering will celebrate his sacrifice and victory for evermore: ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered’, 
they sing, ‘to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honour and glory and blessing!’ (5:12). 

These scriptural passages profoundly stir not only our imagination but also our faith and our hope; that is 
why they have been handed down to us to be read still today in the setting of the very liturgy that originally 
gave rise to them. They make it crystal clear that heaven is and will be for ever a great celebration, in which 
the faithful gather joyfully around Christ their champion, singing of his victory and finding access to the 
very throne of God through him, with him and in him. Heaven is a liturgy and Christ is the liturgist! By the 
power of the Holy Spirit, all our earthly liturgy is in fact a participation in this heavenly liturgy7 – whether 
we think of it breaking upon us here on earth or of us being caught up into it in heaven amounts to the 
same thing – and we need someone to stand at the centre of our gathering on earth to image the Christ 
who stands at the centre of the gathering on high, so that these mysteries of faith and hope can be enacted 
and lived, most of all in the Mass. The Catechism of the Catholic Church sums this all up, after an extended 
reflection on the teaching of the Book of Revelation, by saying: ‘It is in this eternal liturgy that the Spirit and 
the Church enable us to participate whenever we celebrate the mystery of salvation in the sacraments’.8

II. The Priestly People 

From the New Testament passages we have seen, it is clear that the faithful find themselves in exalted 
company in the liturgy – Angels, Saints and a heavenly multitude! In a sense they image this heavenly 
assembly as the Priest images Christ at the centre of it. Such company is both uplifting and daunting, and 
it is meant to be. The faithful are heartened and encouraged by the ‘cloud of witnesses’, but also reminded 
about what is expected of them if they are to take their places among the witnesses in heaven. These, after 
all, are the people who have ‘come out of the great ordeal’ and have ‘washed their robes and made them 
white in the blood of the Lamb’ (Rev 7:14). In other words, they have fought the good fight and fully taken 
the Lord’s Cross upon themselves. They have responded to his sacrifice with sacrifices of their own. 

Here we return to the idea that the faithful are called to offer ‘spiritual sacrifices’ (1Pet 2:5), and again we 
face a fundamental question: what does this mean? Doesn’t sacrifice mean bloodshed, and doesn’t being 
caught up into the heavenly liturgy sound like escapism? What has all this to do with ordinary day to day 
living in the real world? 

Well, first of all, ‘sacrifice’ comes from two Latin words, sacrum (holy) + facere (to make), and it literally means 
to make something holy, to consecrate or dedicate it to God. Jesus’ whole life was lived as a sacrifice from 
the start in that he lived it not for himself but for God, and offered everything to his Father ‘with prayers and 
supplications’ (Heb 5:7). He was born into this world because God loved the world, and loved it so much as 
to give us his only Son (cf. Jn 3:16), who came not ‘to condemn the world, but in order that the world might 

7  Cf. SC, no. 8. 
8  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1139.
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be saved through him’ (Jn 3:17). The living of such a life of love for all in this world brought him opposition; 
each day required dedication and prayer, but he offered it all to his Father and did it all for love of his Father. 
In other words, his whole life and every living moment was a sacrifice, which simply culminated in his death 
on the Cross. 

With that in mind, it becomes clear that the ‘spiritual sacrifices’ of Christians are primarily all the daily efforts 
they make to live a life of Christ-like love in the world, with all the fruits and the sufferings that result along 
the way. This is what we bring to the altar to lay upon it, this is the raw material of our sacrifices. We only 
have something to offer if we have been out on mission, and the Mass to which we bring our sacrifices 
ends with us being sent back out into the world to gather more for next time! The words Mass - missa (cf. 
Ite, missa est) - mission are all connected.9 The Eucharist celebrated and understood in this way is the very 
antidote to escapism. Being in the company of those who have washed their robes in the blood of the 
Lamb should make each of us aware of how far short of that goal we still fall. What aspects of our own lives 
have not yet been penetrated by his Cross and won over by his love? Precisely by being a foretaste of the 
heavenly liturgy, the Mass calls us, while still on our pilgrim way, to constant conversion, and we return to 
the world after the celebration resolved to lead lives more worthy of the name we bear: Christians. 

Recalling a famous phrase from Vatican II, Pope Benedict XVI teaches: ‘The faithful need to be reminded that 
there can be no actuosa participatio [active participation] in the sacred mysteries without an accompanying 
effort to participate actively in the life of the Church as a whole, including a missionary commitment to 
bring Christ’s love into the life of society’.10 So it is that the Mass is not only ‘the summit toward which the 
activity of the Church is directed’, but also ‘the fount from which all the Church’s power flows’, as Vatican II 
taught.11 The Eucharistic life of the Church is like a heartbeat with a double movement: we gather and we 
go, gather and go. The Eucharist is only half-described when spoken of as a gathering; it is also essentially 
a sending: the Mass. 

St. Paul, or rather Saul, as he still was, made an amazing discovery on the road to Damascus when he fell to 
the ground and a voice from heaven said, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ (Acts 9:4). He discovered 
not only that Jesus was alive rather than dead and gone, but also that he was so united to his disciples 
that laying hands on them was tantamount to laying hands on him. Eventually, Paul came to describe the 
Church he discovered that day, in all the intimacy of its bond with the Lord, as the Body of Christ. He himself 
was soon baptised into membership of that body and, after long experience of what this actually meant 
for his own life, he was able to say: ‘I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live but it is Christ 
who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave 
himself for me’ (Gal 2:20). There in one sentence is a perfect summary of a life of spiritual sacrifice, and Paul 
wanted to train all his communities to live such a life in accordance with their new identity as members of 
the Body of Christ. So it was that he wrote to the Romans: ‘I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by 
the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship [logiké latreia]’ (Rom 12:1). 

As a priestly people, Christians are called to offer their bodies as a living sacrifice to God, and that means all 
that is done in the body, in other words our whole lives, and the world around us, too, that we experience 
and enjoy through our bodily existence. The liturgical procession with the gifts at Mass symbolises the 
bringing of all this to the altar, so as to be taken up to God in the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ. No one has 
expressed this better than St. Augustine: ‘this is the sacrifice of Christians: that we, though many, are one 

9  Cf. Pope Benedict XVI, Apostolic Exhortation, Sacramentum caritatis (2007), no. 51. 
10  Sacramentum caritatis, no. 55. 
11  SC, no.10; cf. LG, no. 11. 
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body in Christ’. ‘The Church celebrates this mystery in the sacrament of the altar, as the faithful know, and 
there she shows them clearly that in what is offered, she herself is offered’.12

So it is that, as Vatican II simply and powerfully described it, the liturgy is essentially ‘an exercise of the 
priestly office of Jesus Christ’ into which the Church is drawn as his body, so that liturgy can be described as 
the ‘whole public worship’ that is performed by ‘the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ’, both head and members.13 
The ‘full, conscious and active participation [actuosa participatio]’ of the faithful in the liturgy that Vatican II 
urged,14 is accomplished when the faithful engage heart and soul with the liturgical action as members of 
the Body of Christ. It will be reflected in responses, prayer, posture and gesture during the celebration, all 
springing from a fundamental inner awareness and attentiveness. 

Having referred so much to the priestly office of Jesus Christ, it is important for us to recall that Christ has 
often been regarded in Christian tradition as having three offices: he is Priest, Prophet and King. He comes 
to sanctify, to teach and to rule, though he rules by serving, ‘the Son of man came not to be served but to 
serve’ (Mt 20:28), and instructs his followers to do likewise (Mt 20:26-27; 23:11). Moreover, all those who are 
baptised into Christ participate in his three offices.15 However, these three offices do not just sit side by side, 
as it were. There is good reason to think that the first embraces the other two in that, as we have seen, Jesus 
offered everything he did and indeed his whole life to his Father, and that included all of his preaching and 
service. Similarly, all that his followers do in his name, including all that they say to try and help others and 
all the acts by which they seek to serve others, forms the very content of their priestly offering, as we have 
seen. 

Vatican II itself seems to integrate the three offices along these lines when it gives examples of the ‘spiritual 
sacrifices’ that the faithful can very fittingly offer to God in the Eucharist by uniting them with the sacrifice 
of Christ, namely: ‘all their works, prayers and apostolic undertakings, family and married life, daily work, 
relaxation of mind and body, if they are accomplished in the Spirit – indeed even the hardships of life if 
patiently borne’. This is a rather comprehensive list and it enables us to see that priesthood is indeed a 
comprehensive idea, encompassing all that we do in Christ, as it encompasses all that Christ did for us. A 
fine summary sentence follows: ‘Thus as adorers acting with holiness in all things, the laity consecrate the 
world itself to God’.16 Priestly worship is something that can be accomplished everywhere and at all times 
by means of actions of any kind that are simply done out of love, as children of God. By living their lives in 
that way, the laity ‘consecrate the world’. 

This evocative phrase enables us to identify a kind of division of labour between the common priesthood 
of the baptised and the ministerial priesthood of Bishops and Priests in the communion life of the Church: 
the latter consecrate the bread and wine at the altar, the former consecrate the world by what they bring 
to the altar. In fact, these two priesthoods are simply two distinct sharings of the one and only priesthood 
of Christ himself, and as Vatican II taught they are ‘interrelated’17 – in other words, they integrate with 
one another for the overall effectiveness of the Church’s presence in the world as the Body of Christ. The 
ministerial priesthood makes the sacrifice of Christ sacramentally present at the altar and the gathered 
faithful unite their spiritual sacrifices to it, so that they can be taken up to God in the action of Christ. In 
and through the holy exchange that happens there, the faithful having received the gifts consecrated by 
the ministerial priesthood go back out to consecrate the world by their holy lives. When we see the two 

12  St. Augustine, De civitate Dei 10, 6 (PL 41, 284), quoted in Sacramentum caritatis, no. 70. 
13  SC, no. 7.
14  Cf. SC, no. 14. 
15  Cf. LG, no. 31; AA, nos. 2, 10. 
16  LG, no. 34, cf. also no. 10. 
17  LG, no. 10. 
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priesthoods like this as part of an integrated picture, we realise how utterly indispensable not only the 
ministry of the ordained but also the ministry of the faithful truly is. The two fit together and interact for 
the salvation of the world. 

Some years after the Council, Archbishop Karol Wojtyła, subsequently Pope John Paul II, who at the Council 
was very involved with work on the pastoral constitution Gaudium et spes, himself gave a remarkable 
summary of how the Council’s teachings could be focused: ‘It can in a sense be said that the doctrine 
concerning Christ’s priesthood and man’s share in it is at the very centre of the teaching of Vatican II and 
contains in a certain manner all that the Council wished to say about the Church, mankind and the world’.18

Before moving on to consider more closely the ministry of the ordained, we should note that ‘the world’ 
which is saved by Christ with the active participation of the priestly people is not just humanity at large but 
the whole of creation. We are learning to be more ecological in our outlook today, and Eucharistic theology 
offers rich resources for a truly Christian approach to ecology. God made everything and saw that it was 
good (cf. Gen 1). In the fullness of time it was revealed that he made everything in, through and for Christ 
(cf. Col 1: 15-16), who came into the midst of creation wanting to unify it and offer it to God in a priestly way 
(cf. 1Cor 15:27-28). 

From the very start, humanity played a crucial role in the fate of the cosmos, the sin of Adam and Eve brought 
a curse upon the ground (cf. Gen 3:17), and the creation has groaned ever since awaiting the revelation of 
God’s true sons (cf. Rom 8:19-23). In the hands of the incarnate Son of God, the creation noticeably ceased 
to groan: bread and wine, fruits of the earth, were fulfilled and transformed at the Last Supper. When Jesus 
said to his disciples ‘Do this in remembrance of me’ (1Cor 11:24-25), he was surely indicating that he wanted 
them, too, to bring blessings rather than further tribulation to creation. He was commissioning them to 
participate in his own blessed presence in the world and so to be a blessing for the world. In particular, just 
as he took bread and wine at the Last Supper and gave thanks to God for them, so we are to learn from him 
in every Mass to give thanks to God for creation and to seek his guidance in what we do with it, instead of 
just exploiting it and thinking only of ourselves. When the bread and wine are brought to the altar, fruit 
of the earth and work of human hands, they include in their significance all the ways in which we behave 
towards God’s creation. 

III. The Ministry of the Ordained 

‘The Church draws her life from the Eucharist’.19 While there are many ministries exercised by members 
of the faithful in different places at different times, the essential ministries required at all times and in all 
places are those which enable the celebration of the Eucharist and which serve the Eucharistic life of the 
people. These ministries are the ordained ministries of Bishop, Presbyter/Priest, and Deacon. From earliest 
times until today, certain Christians have been set apart by prayer and the laying on of hands to serve their 
brothers and sisters in these ministries. Those who are ordained represent Christ among his own and to his 
own, exercising his threefold office,20 so that the profound relationship that he has with his people can be 
sacramentally expressed and experienced. 

Even though his listing of ordained ministries would differ in some respects from ours today, St. Thomas 
Aquinas went to the very heart of the matter when he taught that ‘the sacrament of Order is directed to 
the sacrament of the Eucharist, which is the sacrament of sacraments’.21 Since recent years have seen a 

18  Karol Wojtyła, Sources of Renewal (London: Collins, 1980), p. 225. 
19  EDE, no. 1.
20  Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1548; also, LG, nos. 21, 28, 29.
21  St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Supplement, q. 37, art. 2, resp. 



Liturgical Roles and Liturgical Ministry, The Rev. Monsignor Paul McPartlan

8

renewed understanding of ordained ministries in the light of early Church patterns, it is important to have 
a quick look at how these ministries have evolved and developed over the years, so as to appreciate their 
significance for the vitality of the faithful and for the life and mission of the Church today. 

The later New Testament writings seem to show that local Christian communities had a collective leadership 
of overseers (episkopoi) or elders (presbyteroi), with associated deacons (diakonoi) (cf. Acts 14:23; Phil 1:1; 1 
Tim 3:1-13; Tit 1:5). Evidence is sparse and it is difficult to know what these ministers actually did. It seems 
plain, however, that there was no clear distinction between episkopoi and presbyteroi, and that there could 
be a number of episkopoi or presbyteroi in a given place. The situation was clearly rather fluid, and we have 
to wait until the post-apostolic period for stability and clarity. This suddenly comes with the teaching of 
St. Ignatius of Antioch in the letters he wrote while on his journey to Rome under guard to be martyred 
there ca.107. Ignatius teaches that if a local community does not have a Bishop, a group of Presbyters and 
also a number of Deacons then it has no right to be called a Church!22 His words reflect a situation in which 
Bishops and Presbyters are different; the former pattern of leadership by a collective group of episkopoi/
presbyteroi has evolved so that one of the group now stands out as a focal figure (the Bishop) surrounded 
by the others (the Presbyters). 

This evolution appears to have happened gradually and in some places before others, but by the third 
century the model Ignatius describes seems to have become the norm everywhere. Various factors probably 
influenced the evolution, but the liturgy was surely one of them. As we have seen, it is already evident in 
the New Testament that Christian liturgy is a reflection of and a participation in a heavenly liturgy that has a 
clear central figure, namely Christ himself at the throne of God, so having a collective community leadership 
must quickly have proved awkward from a liturgical point of view. Ignatius uses powerful imagery to 
describe the liturgical symbolism of the ministers. The Bishop presides in the place of God or of Christ, he 
says, and the Presbyters are gathered around like the Apostles who will sit on thrones on judgement day 
(cf. Lk 22:30).23 This is a strongly eschatological view of the liturgy as an anticipation of the last day, and it 
seems that any grievances were sorted out at the start of the liturgy, so that the parties could exchange 
a sign of peace and proceed to the breaking of bread, in accordance with the Gospel injunction to settle 
disputes before making your offering (Mt 5:23-24). In a time of persecution, such a liturgical understanding 
and practice instilled a constant spirit of readiness to face God and render an account of your life. 

Interestingly, when Ignatius likens the Bishop to God the Father, he speaks of the Deacons as imaging Christ, 
perhaps thinking of Christ making intercession for the people before God’s throne. This imagery suggests 
a very intimate bond between the Bishop and his Deacons, as between the Father and Christ himself, and 
a very significant role for the Deacons in the relationship between the Bishop and his people. It is plain 
from Ignatius’ letters that only the Bishop, or exceptionally someone authorised by him (presumably a 
Presbyter), presided at the liturgy. 

The Apostolic Tradition, a complex and multi-layered liturgical document, probably originating in third-
century Rome, reflects a similar understanding. The Bishop presides at the Eucharist; he is ordained to offer 
the gifts and to feed the flock, and his office is described as the ‘high priesthood’,24

 
clearly a reference to 

the description of Christ himself in the Letter to the Hebrews. The Bishop is the icon of Christ, especially in 
the liturgy. Very noticeably, the Presbyters are not described in priestly terms. Rather, they are ordained to 
exercise a ministry of grace and counsel and to help the Bishop in governing the people.25 They formed an 

22  St. Ignatius, Letter to the Trallians, 3. 
23  Cf. St. Ignatius, Letter to the Magnesians, 6; Letter to the Trallians, 3; Letter to the Smyrnaeans, 8.
24  Apostolic Tradition, 3. 
25  Apostolic Tradition, 7.
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advisory body, a presbyterium, which symbolically gathered around the Bishop in liturgical celebrations. 
Deacons are ordained to serve the Bishop and to indicate to him what is necessary, with a spirit of care and 
diligence.26

In third-century Rome, Deacons actually had great authority. Pope Fabian (236-250) divided Rome into 
seven administrative districts, each under the authority of a Deacon, and his successor, Sixtus (257-58), was 
martyred together with six of his Deacons. The seventh, Lawrence, who had been in charge of distributing 
the Church’s treasure to the poor, was put to death four days later reportedly after telling the prefect that 
the poor themselves were the Church’s treasure. Deacons proclaimed the Gospel and prepared the gifts 
at the altar for the Bishop to offer. Given that the gifts represent the people’s lives and struggles that the 
Deacon in his wider ministry sought to serve and alleviate, it could be said that the Deacon expressed by 
his action in the liturgy his wider ministry of care and service. In his work outside of the liturgy, he was also 
proclaiming good news to the poor and preparing the gifts. 

The principle that ministers express in the liturgy their wider ministry in the community was most apparent 
in the office of the Bishop himself. He was the community’s leader both in life and in liturgy. This situation 
was about to change, however. When persecution ended and Christianity became the religion of the Roman 
Empire in the fourth century, the number of Christians increased hugely, and Bishops could no longer 
gather with all of their flock as they had in earlier times, with the Bishop presiding surrounded by the 
Presbyters, and Deacons going back and forth between the Bishop and the people. The eventual solution 
was to divide the flock into smaller units and disperse the Presbyters to care for them. Thus were parishes 
formed, each with its own Parish Priest. It now became appropriate to call the Presbyters ‘Priests’ because 
now for the first time they regularly presided at the liturgy and offered the gifts. The prayer of ordination 
of a Presbyter changed accordingly, to reflect this new role. Moreover, the eschatological symbolism of 
judgement day was now no longer evident in the celebration of the liturgy, since the Presbyters no longer 
surrounded the Bishop like the Apostles around the throne of God, but presided individually. In many ways, 
the tone of the liturgy changed as Church and state came into alignment instead of being at odds, and, 
since there was a real need for Priests to serve in parishes, Deacons were often ordained as Priests and the 
diaconate began to be understood as a step towards priesthood instead of as a ministry in its own right. 
The lifelong diaconate disappeared. 

Bishops started to become overseers of a number of Eucharistic communities instead of being liturgical 
presiders of a single community, although various liturgical practices, such as the naming of the Bishop by 
the Priest in the Eucharistic Prayer and the bringing of a particle from the Bishop’s celebration to mingle 
with the consecrated elements in the parish celebrations (the practice of the fermentum) sought to retain 
an awareness of the Bishop’s Eucharistic presidency. By the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the offices 
of governing and sanctifying, so clearly united in the early centuries, had become split between Bishops 
and Priests, respectively: Bishops cared for the Church and Priests cared for the Eucharist. The unifying 
idea that the Eucharist makes the Church was no longer in view and the Eucharist was understood instead 
primarily as the transformation of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ, which every Priest was 
empowered to perform. 

St. Thomas Aquinas accordingly considered that the Sacrament of Ordination culminated in the Priest, and 
that the Bishop was not ordained but ‘consecrated’ to exercise power in the Church – he remained a Priest 
underneath, so to speak, as far as celebrating the Eucharist was concerned. There were four minor orders 
and three major orders: Subdeacon, Deacon and Priest. The diaconate was now mainly a liturgical ministry 
and the Deacon served the Priest. 

26  Apostolic Tradition, 8.
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Against this background, the historic significance of Vatican II’s reform can be appreciated. The Council 
restored a liturgical understanding of the Bishop as ‘High Priest’ and principal presider at the Eucharist; 
it taught that to become a Bishop is to receive the fullness of the Sacrament of Orders and reinstated the 
idea of the presbyterium as a priestly body surrounding the Bishop and collaborating with him; it taught 
that the principal manifestation of the Church occurs when the faithful gather with the Bishop surrounded 
by his presbyterate and Deacons for the celebration of the Eucharist, and that Priests in parishes act in the 
place of the Bishop; and it restored the diaconate as a permanent ministry to be exercised in communion 
with the Bishop and his presbyterium in the service of the People of God.27 These teachings were given with 
multiple references to the early Church and especially to the teachings of St. Ignatius of Antioch and the 
Apostolic Tradition. 

It is often said that the aim of the twentieth century liturgical movement was the active participation of 
the faithful in the liturgy, so that the latter was no longer just the Priest’s action in place of the people, 
but we can now see that it was not only the people who were re-instated in their proper liturgical place 
by Vatican II, the Bishop and the Deacon were also! The liturgy itself was understood again as the place 
where the mystery of the Church is most powerfully experienced,28 and all the members of the Church are 
renewed in their respective and complementary ministries in the Body of Christ. Though he was speaking 
primarily about the many factors that influenced the restoration of the permanent diaconate by Vatican II, 
Pope John Paul II in fact made a wider point when he said that the Holy Spirit was mysteriously at work to 
bring a renewed appreciation of ‘the complete picture of the hierarchy, traditionally composed of Bishops, 
Priests and Deacons’. Thus, he said, ‘a revitalisation of Christian communities was fostered, making them 
more like those founded by the Apostles which flourished in the early centuries, always under the impulse 
of the Paraclete’.29

These words invite us to appreciate the contribution that Bishops, Priests and Deacons make as an integrated 
threefold ministry to the life of vibrant Christian communities, such as those addressed by Ignatius of 
Antioch. Although Priests often stand in for Bishops as Eucharistic presidents and Deacons increasingly 
take the place of Priests at other liturgical events, these ministries really interlock in their complementary 
service to the People of God. We think of them best not when we imagine how one might substitute for 
another on a given occasion, but when we think of them serving together, not to dominate the faithful 
or quench the Spirit (cf. 1 Th 5:19), but to guide and tend the faithful and enable their gifts to flourish for 
the benefit of all (cf. 1 Cor 12:4-20). The liturgy is not a minimalistic matter of functions that need to be 
performed but a celebration of the Body of Christ in which all members complement one another and 
engage together in a corporate act of praise. 

Having reflected on the fundamental structure of the Church’s liturgy and the respective roles of Christ 
the Priest, the whole priestly people, and the ordained who serve the people in Christ’s name, let us now 
consider specific liturgical ministries exercised by members of the Body of Christ in more detail. 

IV. Specific Liturgical Ministries30

In his First Letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul gives an extensive and detailed catechesis on ‘spiritual gifts’ 
(1Cor 12-14). There are ‘varieties of gifts (charismata)’, he says, ‘but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of 
services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God who activates all of 

27  Cf. SC, no. 41; LG, nos. 21, 26, 28, 29. 
28  Cf. SC, no. 2.
29  Pope John Paul II, General Audience, ‘Deacons Serve the Kingdom of God’, 6 October 1993. 
30  The order in which specific ministries are treated in this section corresponds to the ordering in Chapter III of the General Instruction of the 

Roman Missal, on ‘Duties and Ministries in the Mass’.
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them in everyone’ (1Cor 12:4-6). This is a remarkable trio of verses in which each of the three divine persons 
is considered in turn as being active. The second verse deserves particular attention, because it teaches 
not that there are varieties of service that are performed for the Lord Jesus by members of his Body, which 
might often be the way we think, but rather that in and through the members of his Body the Lord himself 
is still engaged in the work of service. All Christian ministry is actually his ministry refracted into countless 
forms, like the white light which splits into all the colours of the rainbow when it passes through a prism. 
In and through specific members of his Body, Christ himself serves other members, and in and through 
his Body as a whole he serves the world at large. He did not leave the world behind when he ascended 
into heaven; on the contrary, by the mystery of Pentecost he entered into a new and wonderful mode of 
presence all over the world in the form of the Church, his Body (as Saul discovered: ‘why do you persecute 
me?’). 

The liturgy is a privileged experience of the many modes of presence of Christ. ‘He is present in the sacrifice 
of the Mass, not only in the person of his minister… but especially under the eucharistic elements. By 
his power he is present in the sacraments, so that when someone baptizes it is really Christ himself who 
baptizes. He is present in his word, since it is he himself who speaks when the holy Scriptures are read in 
the Church. He is present, lastly, when the Church prays and sings, for he promised: “Where two or three are 
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18:20)’.31 A basic requirement of all who 
have particular ministries in the liturgy, e.g., presider, readers, cantors, is to allow Christ’s own presence and 
activity to be apparent, saying with John the Baptist: ‘He must increase, ... I must decrease’ (Jn 3:30). 

St. Paul refers to many gifts or charisms, but teaches that none of them has any value without love. Although 
his famous description of love (1 Cor 13:4-13) is often read at weddings, Paul is not particularly referring to 
marriage at this point but to the essential bond of communion that gives every gift its context in the Body of 
Christ. Without love it ceases to be a service in the Body and for the Body, and so becomes worthless. Since 
the liturgy is the Body of Christ at prayer, head and members, the essential disposition of all its participants 
is one of mutual love, recognising others as brothers and sisters even if it is the first time you have met, 
and mutual respect for the varieties of gifts that the Spirit has distributed, making the effort ‘to see what 
is positive in others, to welcome it and prize it as a gift from God: not only as a gift for the brother or sister 
who has received it directly, but also as a “gift for me”’.32

Paul’s final word about gifts, especially with an eye to their exercise in the liturgical assembly, is: ‘all things 
should be done decently and in order (kata taxin)’ (1Cor 14:40). That last phrase is not about doing things 
in their proper sequence nor is it just an exhortation to orderly behaviour, rather it is a formal instruction 
to respect the different orders or ranks that exist within the community, and that in turn does not just 
mean what we now call the ‘ordained’ ministries, but the laity also, baptised and anointed to take their 
own proper place in the community’s worship.33 ‘The beauty and harmony of the liturgy finds eloquent 
expression in the order by which everyone is called to participate actively’.34

 
All in whatever office, place or 

rank should do fully what pertains to them, and only that. As Catholics and Orthodox have been able to 
affirm together: ‘The entire assembly, each one according to his rank, is leitourgos of the koinonia, and is so 
only by the Holy Spirit’.35

31  SC, no. 7.
32  Pope John Paul II, Apostolic Letter, Novo millennio ineunte (2001), no. 43. 
33  Cf. LG, no. 11. 
34  Pope Benedict XVI, Sacramentum caritatis, no. 53. 
35  Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church, Agreed Statement, The 

Mystery of the Church and of the Eucharist in the Light of the Mystery of the Holy Trinity (1982), II, no. 2. Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 
1144. 
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a) The Bishop 

The Bishop is the ‘High Priest’, the living icon or ‘vicar’ of Christ,36 and since Christ is the Head of the Body the 
Bishop should always preside at any liturgy he attends, and especially at Mass. His greeting is Peace be with 
you, the words of the risen Lord, and he above all strives to image Christ in his love and encouragement, 
his courage and compassion. The risen Lord spoke with a unique authority and his presence among them 
brought joy and new hope to his disciples. The Bishop, whose first task is to proclaim the Word,37 exercises 
this ministry in a particular way when he preaches in the liturgical assembly. As the image of the Head of 
the Body, the Bishop strives to build up the members of the Body, especially the neglected or forgotten 
members, and to set an example of appreciation for the various gifts and ministries that the Spirit has 
distributed. It is very fitting for Priests to gather around him in the liturgy and concelebrate. By doing so 
they witness to their collaboration with the Bishop in the ministry of Christ and to their harmony of purpose 
with him, and they also enhance the eschatological symbolism of the Eucharistic celebration, as we have 
seen. In many ways, the Bishop sets the standard for liturgical presiding and preaching in his diocese, and 
his prayerfulness, preparedness and dignity have far-reaching effect. 

b) Priests 

In the exercise of his liturgical ministry, the Priest represents the Bishop, and like him acts in the person 
of Christ the Head (in persona Christi capitis), risen and present among his people. The Priest normally 
celebrates with a community (most frequently a parish) to which he belongs and regularly ministers. This 
gives him a unique capacity to know those with whom he is celebrating, to love them with the personal 
love that the Lord has for each of his own, and to help them participate, ‘conscious of what they are doing, 
with devotion and full involvement’.38 Presiding both at ‘the table of God’s word’ and at ‘the table of the 
Lord’s body’,39 he strives to enable his people to gain as much nourishment as possible from both of these 
tables, encountering there the risen Lord, who gives light and strength for their journey of faith. 

Eucharistic belief and Eucharistic celebration should bear fruit in Eucharistic living. ‘The Eucharist, since 
it embraces the concrete, everyday existence of the believer, makes possible, day by day, the progressive 
transfiguration of all those called by grace to reflect the image of the Son of God (cf. Rom 8:29ff.)’.40 The 
Priest among his people has particular care for their progressive transfiguration, which of its nature is not 
the work of a day but a programme for life. His preaching is a privileged place in which to assist the faithful 
to translate the Word of the Lord that they hear and the Body and Blood of the Lord that they receive 
into a life lived for the Lord, a holy and living sacrifice (cf. Rom 12:1). He has a crucial role to play in the 
accomplishment of the prayer that he himself prays to the Father in the name of the people in the liturgy: 
May he [Christ] make of us an eternal offering to you.41

Representing Christ, he unites the people with himself in the one Body, a living sacrifice in Christ to the praise 
of your [the Father’s] glory,42 especially in the great Eucharistic Prayer that he says on their behalf: Let us give 
thanks to the Lord our God – It is right and just. He is a Priest for them but a Christian with them. He like them 

36  Cf. SC, no. 41; LG, nos. 21, 27.
37  Cf. LG, no. 25; PO, no. 4.
38  SC, no. 48. 
39  SC, nos. 48, 51; DV, no. 21. 
40  Cf. Sacramentum caritatis, no. 71. 
41  Eucharistic Prayer III. 
42  Eucharistic Prayer IV. 
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receives Holy Communion so as to grow in Christ, to participate in the benefits of his Passion, and to ‘enter 
into the movement of his self-offering’.43

c) Deacons 

In a way that is different from but complementary to the witness and service of Bishops and Priests who 
represent Christ the Head of the Body in the Church and in the liturgy, the Deacon is ‘a living icon of Christ 
the servant within the Church’.44 This gives a distinctive character both to his life and to the liturgical ministry 
that reflects and sustains his life. As we have seen, the Deacon in the early Church was very much a man 
of the people, who knew their needs and cared for them in highly practical ways. He was ‘the Bishop’s ear, 
mouth, heart and soul’,45 and was particularly charged by the Bishop to keep him aware of the people and 
their needs. The liturgical role of the Deacon expressed and still expresses his familiarity with the people and 
his role as something of an intermediary. Being familiar both with the sanctuary and with the workplace, 
he brings the people’s needs into the liturgy, he announces the intentions in the Prayer of the Faithful, he 
prepares the people’s gifts at the altar. As well as facilitating the movement of the people to God in this 
way, he also has a vital role in the dynamic movement of God to his people – he proclaims the Gospel and 
may also preach, then he assists with the distribution of Communion and finally dismisses the people, 
urging them, as it were, now to take what they have received from God back out into the world and to put 
it into practice. It is no coincidence that he is the one who invites them to exchange a sign of peace, a very 
practical gesture of great significance, and that he traditionally administers the chalice, which has such 
implications for practical discipleship: ‘Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?’ (Mt 20:22). 

The Deacon assists the Bishop or the Priest in the liturgy and, in the spirit of Christ himself who washed 
the disciples’ feet at the Last Supper, he manifests at all times an attentiveness to the needs of others and a 
readiness to serve. He brings something precious to the liturgical celebration: he is an icon of the Lord who 
‘emptied himself’ (Phil 2:7). This spirit of service finds particular expression when, after the Celebrant has 
incensed the gifts, the Deacon expresses his reverence and care for the whole Body of Christ by incensing 
the Bishop or Priest and the people. Since he does this as servant, it is surely inappropriate for the Deacon 
himself to be incensed by anyone else. 

d) The People of God 

It is as ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people’ that the community assembles, 
called out of darkness into God’s marvellous light, having received in abundance his mercy (1 Pet 2:9-10). 
It assembles so as to express the fullness of this mystery and to be renewed in all of its dimensions. Those 
who assemble should have a desire for this to happen and a willingness to enter into the liturgical action 
in order to be touched and transformed by it. We should not leave the liturgy unchanged, just the same as 
when we entered. As a foretaste of the heavenly liturgy and even of the moment of judgement itself, the 
Eucharist should be a place of regular and ongoing conversion and reconciliation: ‘we must all be molten 
in that crucible of unity which is the Eucharist’.46 Our unity in Christ both with God and with one another 
is strengthened in the liturgy, and if the sign of peace is given its full value no dispute between members 
of the community should still be intact after the Eucharistic celebration: ‘see, now is the day of salvation’ (2 
Cor 6:2)! 

43  Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission, Agreed Statement, Eucharistic Doctrine (1971), no. 5. 
44  Congregation for Catholic Education, Ratio Fundamentalis Institutionis Diaconorum Permanentium (Basic Norms for the Formation of 

Permanent Deacons) (1998), no. 11 (emphasis added). 
45  Didascalia Apostolorum II, 44, 4; quoted by Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Letter, Ad pascendum (1972). 
46  Henri de Lubac, The Splendour of the Church (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1986), p. 148. 
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As we saw earlier, the people gather as brothers and sisters in the Body of Christ so as to unite their spiritual 
sacrifices with the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ himself for the salvation of the world. There should be an 
openness and friendliness among them as befits those about to engage in a common activity and a united 
action. Charity should be the hallmark of all exchanges, and the people should appreciate the intense 
dynamism of the liturgical event with its ebb and flow. Just as the appearance of fixed benches in a church 
can give the highly mistaken impression that the congregation are observers rather than participants, so 
it can also quietly foster the equally false notion that the liturgy is something static. On the contrary, first 
of all, the people assemble, perhaps from some distance, and come together, then the Word of God is 
addressed to them and explained in the homily. Rather like the scene when Moses read out the terms of 
the covenant to the people of Israel at the foot of the mountain (cf. Ex 24:3-8), the Christian people, having 
heard the terms, as it were, of the new and everlasting covenant, then express their desire to ratify this 
covenant and to accept God’s call to communion. They respond by bringing gifts that symbolise the gift 
of themselves and all their strivings, which are placed upon the altar so as to be taken up in the sacrifice 
of Christ to the very throne of God. From that throne those gifts return transformed, and the people come 
forward, as one, in peace, to receive the Body and Blood of Christ. They are then finally dismissed, sent forth 
on mission, in the strength of what they have heard, seen, done and received. Having recognised the Lord 
in the breaking of bread, they go out to share their joy (cf. Lk 24:33-35). Renewed in hope, they go out ready 
to give an account of the hope that is in them (cf. 1 Pet 3:15). 

e) Particular Ministries 

There are various specific ministries which may be exercised by members of the faithful in the liturgical 
assembly. During the course of their training, those who are preparing for ordination as Deacons and 
Priests are formally instituted to carry out the ministries of acolyte and lector. Other laypeople who serve at 
the altar or proclaim the Word of God are also ordinarily commissioned or deputed to do so. The instituted 
acolyte serves at the altar and assists the Priest and the Deacon in preparing the altar and the vessels for 
the celebration of Mass. An acolyte is also an extraordinary minister of Communion and may be entrusted 
with publicly exposing the Blessed Sacrament for the adoration of the faithful and afterward replacing it in 
the tabernacle. He is dedicated to service at the altar and should ‘familiarise himself with everything that 
pertains to divine worship’ and ‘endeavour to understand its spirit and its inner meaning’.47 It is fitting for 
an acolyte to instruct and train others who serve at the altar. He himself should prepare carefully so as to 
perform his tasks efficiently and unobtrusively, enabling the liturgy to unfold smoothly and prayerfully, 
with its focus on the Lord. By his own example of reverent service, he should help not only the other servers 
but all those who gather for the liturgy to love and revere the mystery that centres upon the altar, where 
the spiritual sacrifices of the faithful are united with the Sacrifice of the Lord and all are then nourished with 
‘the Bread of eternal life and the Chalice of everlasting salvation’.48

The instituted lector/reader proclaims the Scripture readings, apart from the Gospel, at Mass and at 
other liturgical celebrations, and, in the absence of a psalmist at Mass, also proclaims the psalm between 
the readings. The lector should prepare carefully for each exercise of this ministry, aware that when the 
Scriptures are read in the Church it is the Lord himself who is addressing his people.49 The lector is dedicated 
to the mystery of the Word in all of its divine efficacy and saving power (cf. Is 55:10-11), and, in proclaiming 
the Word from the ambo, helps the faithful to appreciate the dignity of the ambo itself from which they 
hear the Word of God. Through the proclamation of the Word, the Lord himself instructs, consoles and 

47  Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Letter, Ministeria quaedam (1972), no. 6. 
48  Eucharistic Prayer I. 
49  Cf. SC, no. 7. 
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strengthens his people and calls them to the altar where they may enter fully into communion with him 
and with all the other members of his Body, and the lector should therefore seek in every way to be at 
the service of the Lord in this ministry. Preparation should be not only practical, studying the readings to 
understand their sense and emphases, and practising their proclamation, but also spiritual. A prayerful 
reading (lectio divina) of the Scriptures to be proclaimed is much to be recommended, as is more generally 
a regular pattern of meditation on the Scriptures, so as to acquire a ‘sweet and living love and knowledge’ of 
them.50 If no Deacon is present, the lector may also announce the intentions in the Prayer of the Faithful. It 
is fitting for lectors to instruct and assist others who are to proclaim the Scriptures in liturgical celebrations. 

Though there may sometimes be formally instituted acolytes or lectors, parishes and other communities 
will much more often have members of the faithful who are commissioned in various ways to minister 
as readers, altar servers, or extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion. Much of what is said above with 
regard to the manner of service of acolytes and lectors pertains similarly to altar servers and readers, 
respectively. By their dedication to their ministry and preparation for exercising it they should be examples 
of generous and selfless service. Taking the Eucharist to the sick or housebound is a practice dating back 
to the earliest Christian centuries, and those who serve as extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion 
take the Eucharist from the Mass to people in their homes as an expression of the love and concern of the 
Lord and his people for those who are prevented from gathering with their brothers and sisters for the 
liturgy. They should be prayerful, discreet and compassionate, and well prepared to conduct a simple and 
appropriate service with those they visit. Extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion also assist Bishops, 
Priests and Deacons in the distribution of the Body and Blood of the Lord in the liturgy itself, where they 
serve as needed with reverence and care. 

There are other ministries, too, perhaps a psalmist and cantors, whose task is not so much to sing in 
place of the people, but rather to help the people themselves to sing and to praise God in song. This is 
a valuable service which contributes greatly to the goal of the active participation of all members of the 
liturgical assembly. Singing together is a powerful experience of being at one with others and is eminently 
appropriate for the members of the Body of Christ. There may also be a commentator who assists the 
faithful with brief and well-prepared remarks or indications at appropriate points in the liturgy. These 
announcements, never delivered from the ambo which is primarily for the proclamation of the Word of 
God, can truly help the people in very practical ways to participate. 

A particular service of kindness and charity is rendered by those who greet the faithful arriving at the 
church for liturgical services, and who make it their special care to welcome visitors. Every church is a house 
of God in which all are welcome, particularly the baptised who come to pray with their brothers and sisters 
in Christ. A smile, a handshake and a greeting make that welcome into a human reality, experienced and 
remembered. Jesus urges us to make the stranger welcome (cf. Mt 25:35), and every heartfelt greeting to 
those who enter church for the liturgy is a service truly rendered in the name of the risen Lord, who still 
today says to all: ‘Peace be with you’. 

50  Cf. Ministeria quaedam, no. 5. 


