
Prepared by Diocese of Stockton, Liturgy & Worship office. © 2021. This resource may be freely shared. 

 
Part 7 – The Introductory Rites 

The Introductory Rites precede the Liturgy of the 
Word, and include the Entrance, the Greeting, the 
Penitential Act, the Kyrie, the Gloria in excelsis, and the 
Collect. The purpose of these rites is “to ensure that the 
faithful, who come together as one, establish 
communion and dispose themselves properly to listen 
to the Word of God and to celebrate the Eucharist 
worthily.” (GIRM, 46). 

The Entrance occurs when the people have gathered, 
and the Priest enters in procession with the Deacon (if 
present) and the other ministers. During this 
procession, the Entrance Chant is sung. There are many 
ways that this can be done; in many parishes it is often 
a hymn or song. But hymns are actually chosen to 
replace some of the other options, which are based 
around the singing of an antiphon and psalm. This 
antiphon generally is proposed by the Church in the 
liturgical books to set the tone for the celebration. But 
if the Entrance Chant is not sung, then the antiphon 
from the Missal is recited, sometimes by the priest or a 
lector, sometimes by everyone (this tends to happen 
more often at weekday Masses). The purpose of the 
chant is “to open the celebration, foster the unity of 
those who have been gathered, introduce their thoughts 
to the mystery of the liturgical time or festivity, and 
accompany the procession of the Priest and ministers.” 
(GIRM, 47). 

When the procession reaches the sanctuary, those who 
aren’t holding anything bow (or genuflect if the 
tabernacle containing the Blessed Sacrament is present 
in the sanctuary), and the Priest and Deacon reverence 
the altar with a kiss. 

We show reverence to the altar because it is the place 
where the sacrifice of the Mass takes place, where Christ 
is made present, and where we are called to share in the 
Wedding Banquet of the Lamb. It symbolizes the Lord’s 
table and the Lord’s tomb (which is why traditionally in 
the Roman Rite at least the top should be made of 
stone, though other materials are allowed in certain  

 

 
places, for example, wood in the United States). It 
cannot be treated as any ordinary table: only those 
elements which are needed for the Holy Sacrifice or 
closely related to it are placed upon it. 

The altar customarily has relics of one or more Saints, 
preferably of martyrs, either beneath the surface of the 
altar, or buried beneath it. This hearkens back to the 
early tradition of building altars and churches over the 
tombs of the martyrs (as St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome is 
built over St. Peter’s tomb), recalling the words from 
Revelation: “I saw underneath the altar the souls of 
those who had been slaughtered for the Word of God 
and for the witness they have given.” (Rev 6:9) 

Then the Priest, together with those present, makes the 
Sign of the Cross. The Sign of the Cross is an 
encapsulation of our faith. As Pope Francis has put it: 
“The whole prayer moves, so to speak, within the space 
of the Most Holy Trinity – ‘In the name of the Father, 
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit’ -, which is the space 
of infinite communion; it has as its beginning and end 
the love of the Triune God, made manifest and given to 
us in the Cross of Christ. In fact his Paschal Mystery is 
the gift of the Trinity, and the Eucharist flows ever from 
[Christ’s] pierced Heart. When we make the sign of the 
Cross, therefore, we not only commemorate our 
Baptism, but affirm that the liturgical prayer is the 
encounter with God in Jesus Christ, who became flesh, 
died on the Cross and rose in glory for us.” (Wednesday 
Audience, 20 Dec 2017). So much meaning in such a 
small gesture! We should be careful to make the Sign of 
the Cross with intention, recognizing that we sign 
ourselves with such a deep mystery 

Then follows the Greeting: “The Lord be with you,” 
and the response: “And with your spirit.” But there is a 
surprising amount to say about that, so it will have to 
wait for the next article! 
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Part 8 – The Introductory Rites, Continued 

After the Sign of the Cross, the Priest begins the 
Greeting. When we looked at sacramentality, we noted 
that language functions in a symbolic way- the words 
we choose set the stage. As we have entered a liturgical 
space, a ritual space, we don’t use the usual words for 
greetings; we use different words which express that we 
have entered a different sort of place. “The Lord be with 
you,” “And with your spirit.” These words are said (or 
sung!) four times during the Mass: at the Greeting, at 
the proclamation of the Gospel, at the beginning of the 
Eucharistic Prayer, and before the final blessing. At the 
Greeting, the priest will often use an expanded form 
naming all the persons of the Trinity. 

Sometimes, perhaps we see it as just a funny way of 
saying hello, instead of “Good morning, everybody”, 
“Right back at you, Father!” But as with all the words 
of the liturgy, they signify something much more 
profound. 

St. John Chrysostom, in a homily from the 4th century, 
said this about the greeting: “If the Holy Spirit were not 
in our Bishop when he gave the peace to all shortly 
before ascending to his holy sanctuary, you would not 
have replied to him all together, And with your spirit. 
This is why you reply with this expression not only 
when he ascends to the sanctuary, nor when he preaches 
to you, nor when he prays for you, but also when he 
stands at this holy altar, when he is about to offer this 
awesome sacrifice….reminding yourselves that by this 
reply that he who is here does nothing of his own power, 
nor are the offered gifts the work of human nature, but 
it is the grace of the Spirit present and hovering over all 
things which prepared that mystic sacrifice.” (Pentecost 
Homily). 

This is why in liturgical practice, only Priests (including 
Bishops) and Deacons use this greeting when leading 
prayer, they have received this particular gift of the 
Spirit in the sacrament of Holy Orders.  

 

 
The greeting “signifies the presence of the Lord to the 
assembled community. By this greeting and the people’s 
response, the mystery of the Church gathered together 
is made manifest.” (GIRM, 50). Therefore, it isn’t really  
surprising when we read what the Church says are the 
most important parts of the Mass to be sung; it isn’t the 
Entrance or Communion chants- instead, “in choosing 
the parts actually to be sung, preference is to be 
given…especially to those which are to be sung by the 
Priest or the Deacon or a reader, with the people 
replying, or by the Priest and people together.” (GIRM, 
40). These dialogues express something about the 
nature of the assembly, the nature of the Church. The 
Lord is with us! We are the Body of Christ! Christ is in 
our midst in the person of the Priest, through the gift 
of the Spirit given to him at ordination! Christ speaks 
and the Church responds!  

This also begins to get at the dual role of the Priest in 
the celebration. At times, he is the sign of Christ, the 
Head, to the community, the Body, speaking to us with 
the authority of Jesus. At other times, he is the 
representative of the entire community before God 
(which is still the role of Christ, offering himself to the 
Father). 

The Greeting is also a way of recognizing God’s 
assistance, symbolized by our need for the wider 
Church. We cannot do these things unless the Lord is 
with us; we cannot have Mass unless we have an 
ordained Priest, and the community does not ordain 
someone; rather, this must be done by the Bishop, who 
himself is ordained by the bishops of the surrounding 
Churches, going back to the Apostles.  

Following the Greeting, the Priest may choose to say “a 
very few words” to introduce the day’s celebration. 
Then begins the Penitential Act. There are different 
forms that this may take: the Confiteor (“I confess to 
almighty God”), a short dialogue between the Priest and 
the people (which is the least often used), or the Kyrie 
eleison, with invocations. In whichever form, we 
acknowledge our sinfulness and need for God’s mercy.  
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Part 9 – The Introductory Rites (Continued 2) 

Last time we left off with the Penitential Act. One final 
thought about that, which involves gesture. When 
saying the Confiteor, at the part “through my fault, 
through my fault, through my most grievous fault” we 
are asked to ‘strike’ our breast. This is a biblical gesture 
of sorrow and repentance. For example, after the death 
of Jesus on the Cross, when the centurion pierces his 
side and recognizes him as the Son of God, St. Luke tells 
us “[A]ll the multitudes who assembled to see the sight, 
when they saw what had taken place, returned home 
beating their breasts.” (Luke 23:48). This gesture, 
which may not be completely familiar to us today, 
invites us to immerse ourselves in the biblical world, to 
connect ourselves with it, to be formed by it. There is a 
tension in liturgical celebration between symbols that 
come from various cultures, and symbols that derive 
from the world of the Scriptures, as well as the 
traditional practice of a particular rite (which comes 
from yet other cultures). We need them all, so that we 
can truly enter into what is happening, but also so that 
we remain connected to the larger reality of the Church 
beyond our own time and place. 

After the Penitential Act, the Kyrie eleison (Lord, have 
mercy) follows, unless it was done as the Penitential Act. 
The origins of this part of the Mass aren’t completely 
clear, but it is likely that this is what remains of some 
intercessory prayers which were originally at the 
beginning of the Mass. In it we continue to focus on 
our need for God’s mercy.  Note that this is the one part 
of the Roman (Latin) Rite Mass which historically 
remained in Greek (there is a chant on Good Friday 
which may also done in Greek, but much more rarely 
heard). This option, like the gesture above, links us to 
the earliest Christian communities; the New Testament 
was written in Greek, and so the Christian people 
throughout the world have often preserved at least this 
phrase, whatever other languages their liturgies have 
grown up with, in the same way we preserve the Hebrew 
words “Alleluia” and “Amen”.  

 

 
 

The Gloria in Excelsis (Glory to God) follows on 
Sundays outside of Advent and Lent and on feast days 
or other solemn occasions. This is an ancient hymn of 
the Church, beginning with the words of the song of 
the angels to the shepherds at the birth of Jesus (Lk 
2:14), and being a prayer of praise to the Father and the 
Son, in the Holy Spirit. It is a type of early Christian 
hymn which was modeled after the Psalms, which have 
been the Church’s model for prayer and song. It can be 
sung by everyone together, or by the people alternately 
with the choir, or by the choir alone, and cannot be 
replaced with another song. 

The Introductory Rites conclude with a prayer called 
the “Collect”. The priest begins by saying “Let us pray.” 
But haven’t we already been praying?! These words are 
actually an invitation to private prayer, for one’s 
personal intentions. Thus, the Missal says, after these 
words, “And all pray in silence with the Priest for a 
while.” (Roman Missal, 9). Priests could sometimes use 
a reminder on this point! The prayer is called the 
Collect because it ‘collects’ all of our private prayers into 
the prayer of the whole Church, said by the priest on 
behalf of all of us gathered. Throughout the liturgy, 
there is recognition of the need for private prayers along 
with the public liturgical prayers we do together; this 
expresses the mystery of the Church, this one Body but 
which is made up of individuals who do not lose their 
own identity by joining the Body, but instead find their 
true fulfilment in union with Christ and his Church. 

The form of the Collect shows us something about 
Christian liturgical prayer. For the most part, it is 
directed to the Father, through the Son, in the Holy 
Spirit. And it expresses the entire movement of the 
Mass. Usually, the prayer begins by addressing God, 
and recalling the ways God has acted, and asking God 
to act again on our behalf. These prayers can be a rich 
source of meditation, especially in thinking with the 
wider Church during each liturgical season. You can 
find each day’s Collect in a daily Missal, or in various 
places online.   
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