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Part 10 – The Liturgy of the Word 

“[I]n the sacred books, the Father who is in heaven 

meets His children with great love and speaks with 

them; and the force and power in the word of God is 

so great that it stands as the support and energy of the 

Church, the strength of faith for her sons, the food of 

the soul, the pure and everlasting source of spiritual 

life” (Dei Verbum, 21). 

The main part of the Liturgy of the Word is made up of 

readings and meditations from the Sacred Scriptures. 

The rest of the Liturgy of the Word- the Homily, the 

Profession of Faith, and the Universal Prayer (Prayers 

of the Faithful) are a response to and development of 

the proclamation of God’s holy Word. 

As with all encounters with Scripture, the point isn’t to 

just get through it, but rather, encounter God who is 

speaking to us, today, through that word. This is why 

the Church asks that the Liturgy of the Word “be 

celebrated in such a way as to favor meditation, and so 

any kind of haste such as hinders recollection is clearly 

to be avoided.” (GIRM, 56). So not only the 

proclamation of Scripture is important, but also periods 

of silence- “by means of these, under the action of the 

Holy Spirit, the Word of God may be grasped by the 

heart and a response through prayer may be prepared.” 

These periods of silence can take place before the 

readings, after each reading, and finally at the 

conclusion of the homily. We are encouraged to spend 

time in silent prayer, taking in what God has spoken 

through the Word and allowing it to transform us. 

At Sunday Mass, there are two readings before the 

Gospel, one usually from the Old Testament, and 

another usually from the New Testament letters or 

Revelation. The Acts of the Apostles takes the place of 

the Old Testament reading during the season of Easter. 

Generally, the Old Testament readings are new to the 

Mass- while they were read in other liturgies such as the 

Liturgy of the Hours, in the history of the Roman Rite 

of Mass there was usually only one reading before the 

Gospel, which most of the time came from the New 

Testament letters. The Old Testament mainly appeared 

through the use of the Psalms throughout the Mass, in 

the chants and in many of the prayers. The Second 

Vatican Council asked that the “treasures of the bible 

…be opened up more lavishly, so that richer fare  

 

 

may be provided for the faithful at the table of God’s 

word. In this way a more representative portion of the 

holy scriptures will  

be read to the people in the course of a prescribed 

number of years” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 51). The 

added Old Testament readings were part of this. 

In the Sunday Lectionary (the Lectionary is the book of 

readings appointed for each day of the liturgical year), 

the Old Testament reading was often chosen because 

of its relationship with the Gospel reading. This 

highlights the unity of the Old and New Testaments. As 

St. Augustine put it, “the New Testament lies hidden in 

the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.” 

This also highlights the uniquely Christian way of 

reading the Old Testament: “in the light of Christ 

crucified and risen”, though “it must not make us forget 

that the Old Testament retains its own intrinsic value as 

Revelation reaffirmed by our Lord himself.” (CCC 128, 

cf. Mk 12:29-31). Sometimes Christians have been 

tempted to either look down upon the Old Testament, 

or even discount it entirely, because there are parts 

which are difficult to understand or interpret. Bishop 

Robert Barron has a homily addressing this issue which 

can be found online: 

https://www.wordonfire.org/resources/homily/the-

hard-texts-of-the-old-testament/1014/ 

During Ordinary Time, the second reading is usually a 

semi-continuous reading of sections of those books 

from week to week. In the past several weeks we have 

had readings from St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians and 

the Letter of St. James, soon to be followed by readings 

from the Letter to the Hebrews. 

At weekday Masses, there is only one reading before the 

Gospel, which is usually a semi-continuous reading 

from various Old or New Testament books. 

The readings are proclaimed from the ambo. As with 

the altar, the nature of what happens at the ambo means 

that it is not appropriate for unrelated things to be read 

or announced from that sacred place. Only the readings, 

the Psalm, the homily, and the intercessions (along with 

the Easter Proclamation at the Vigil and certain other 

special moments during the liturgical year) may be done 

at the ambo – never announcements or talks. Only a 

minister of the word should stand at it (GIRM 309). 

https://www.wordonfire.org/resources/homily/the-hard-texts-of-the-old-testament/1014/
https://www.wordonfire.org/resources/homily/the-hard-texts-of-the-old-testament/1014/
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Part 11 – Liturgy of the Word (2) 

Following the first reading at Mass is the Responsorial 

Psalm. This can also be an ornate chant called the 

Gradual, which fulfills the same function, though it is 

only one verse of a psalm. The Book of Psalms has 

often been seen as the official hymn-book of the 

Church – in the psalms we find the full expression of 

human experience and our situation before God. There 

are songs of praise, wonder, blessing, thanksgiving, but 

also bewilderment, suffering, questioning, but always 

through the lens of faith and hope in the Lord. Besides 

the Responsorial Psalm, we find the texts of the Psalms 

throughout the Mass. They are often used with the 

antiphons that can optionally be sung or recited at the 

Entrance, Offertory, and Communion. Many prayers in 

the Mass reference or quote the Psalms. A good 

number of the songs in our hymnals are based on the 

Psalms. 

The Psalm is called “Responsorial” because the people 

respond by repeating an antiphon, but also because it is 

a response to the reading. There is an old liturgical 

tradition of singing a meditative chant following a 

reading, to respond to it and to contemplate the actions 

of God. 

In 2011 Pope Benedict XVI gave a series of teachings 

on the Psalms. He said that “they are given to us so that 

we may learn to address God, to communicate with 

him, to speak to him of ourselves with his words, to 

find a language for the encounter with God. And 

through those words, it will also be possible to know 

and to accept the criteria of his action, to draw closer to 

the mystery of his thoughts and ways (cf. Is 55:8-9), so 

as to grow constantly in faith and in love.” (General 

Audience, 22 June 2011).  

We see the Psalms in the life of Jesus and the Apostles. 

Jesus quoted the Psalms when he was questioned (Mt 

22:41-46); After the Last Supper, we are told that Jesus 

and the Apostles “sang a hymn” (Mk 14:26): scholars 

think that these were probably Psalms 114-118, which 

were traditionally sung following the Passover Meal. It 

is interesting that Psalm 118 is the traditional Psalm of 

Easter, and contains a beautiful message of hope. On 

the cross, Jesus cries out, quoting the beginning of 

Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?” (Mt 27: 46)  

 

 

 

Besides singing the Psalms at Mass, they also make up 

the main part of the official daily prayer of the Church,  

called The Liturgy of the Hours. Although only clergy 

and religious are obligated to pray the Liturgy of the 

Hours, it is really for everyone, as the prayer of the 

whole Church. Many laypeople today have begun 

praying it; if your parish doesn’t have public 

celebrations, perhaps you could get some people 

together to start it! 

There are other books of the Bible which contain songs, 

called ‘canticles’ and from time to time these are used 

as the “Psalm” in Mass. These are from the books of 

Exodus, Isaiah, Daniel, and the Magnificat from the 

Gospel of Luke. 

Sometimes you might experience some confusion 

about Psalm numbers. Some people think it is a 

difference between Catholic and Protestant bibles, but 

it exists within the Catholic world too! There are two 

main versions of the Old Testament which have served 

as sources of the text in the history of the Church: the 

Hebrew text, and the Greek translation. We have to 

remember that verse numbers and chapters are 

something that were added to the Bible afterwards, not 

there when originally written, and not always in line 

with the meaning of the text. Psalms 42 and 43, for 

instance, are a single song. The tradition of the Greek 

manuscripts numbers the psalms differently than the 

Hebrew, mainly because the Hebrew considers Psalms 

9-10 as separate, while the Greek combines them. The 

Latin Bible follows the Greek numbering, so the Latin 

liturgical books use it as well, and so do most languages 

which are closely related to Latin. English translations, 

however, tend to follow the Hebrew numbering. 

Following the psalm at weekday Mass, or the second 

reading on Sundays and more solemn occasions, is the 

Acclamation before the Gospel. We sing “Alleluia” 

throughout most of the year, the joyful exultation: 

“Praised be God!” By it “the gathering of the faithful 

welcomes and greets the Lord who is about to speak to 

them in the Gospel and profess their faith by means of 

the chant.” (GIRM, 62). We are preparing to hear the 

teachings of Jesus! To hear his counsel, the call to 

deeper conversion, and to desire to follow him more 

fervently.  
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Part 12 – Liturgy of the Word (3) 

“The reading of the Gospel constitutes the high point 

of the Liturgy of the Word. The Liturgy itself teaches 

the great reverence that is to be shown to this reading 

by setting it off from the other readings with special 

marks of honor, by the fact of which minister is 

appointed to proclaim it, and by the blessing or prayer 

with which he prepares himself; and also by the fact that 

through their acclamations the faithful acknowledge 

and confess that Christ is present and is speaking to 

them and stand as they listen to the reading; and by the 

mere fact of the marks of reverence that are given to 

the Book of the Gospels.” (GIRM, 60) 

The proclamation of the Gospel is the high point of the 

liturgy of the Word because the Gospels themselves are 

the high point of the Sacred Scriptures – “for they are 

the principal witness for the life and teaching of the 

incarnate Word, our savior” (Dei Verbum, 18).  

During the Acclamation Before the Gospel, the faithful 

stand. This difference in posture compared to the other 

readings is another example of the esteem with which 

we hold the Gospels. We rise to greet Christ who is 

entering our midst in a particular way, through the 

words of the Gospels. 

The Gospels may be read from a special book, often 

quite ornate, ritually expressing our veneration for 

them. The procession taking the Book from the altar to 

the ambo may involve candles and incense. All of these 

testify to the unique place the Gospel holds in the 

Church; as St. Caesaria the Younger, a sixth century 

abbess, put it, “There is no doctrine which could be 

better, more precious and more splendid than the text 

of the Gospel. Behold and retain what our Lord and 

Master, Christ, has taught by his words and 

accomplished by his deeds”  (Letter to St. Richildis and 

St. Radegunde). 

At Mass the Gospel is proclaimed by a deacon, or else 

by a priest. But why is that? The Sacrament of Holy 

Orders “configures the recipient to Christ by a special 

grace of the Holy Spirit, so that he may server as 

Christ’s instrument for his Church. By ordination one 

is enabled to act as a representative of Christ, Head of 

the Church, in his triple office of priest, prophet, and 

king.” (CCC, 158). Since the Gospels are the testimony  

 

 

to Christ himself, his words and his actions, it is fitting 

that a minister who sacramentally represents Christ to 

the assembly proclaims the Gospel. 

When a deacon proclaims the Gospel reading, he asks 

the priest for a blessing. A priest does the same if he is 

reading the Gospel at Mass celebrated by a Bishop. The 

blessing states: “May the Lord be in your heart and on 

your lips, that you may proclaim his Gospel worthily 

and well, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, + 

and of the Holy Spirit.” But if there is no deacon or the 

Bishop is not present, the Priest bows before the altar 

and says: “Cleanse my heart and my lips, almighty God, 

that I may worthily proclaim your holy Gospel” (Order 

of Mass, 14). 

The preparation by the minister, and the dialogue 

before the reading, where again, the minister says “The 

Lord be with you” and the people respond “and with 

your spirit” testify to the spiritual depth of what is 

occurring in the reading. We are truly encountering 

Christ, and this encounter is treated with the awe, 

reverence, and joy that it deserves. 

Why do we cross ourselves in a unique way at this 

point? We sign ourselves with the cross on our 

forehead, lips, and heart- we prepare ourselves to hear 

the words of Christ. Some prayer the following prayer 

as they do so, which expresses what the action 

symbolizes: “May the Lord be on my mind, on my lips, 

and in my heart.” 

The people’s responses when the minister announces 

the Gospel reading, “Glory to you, O Lord”, and at the 

end of the reading, “Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ” 

are yet further recognition of the importance of what 

has happened with the Gospel’s proclamation. We 

praise and glorify Christ who is speaking to us, who is 

sharing with us the deeds that he performed in the 

course of his earthly life. 

Following the reading, the minister kisses the Gospel 

(or brings it to the bishop to kiss, if he is present). While 

doing say, he prays “Through the words of the Gospel 

may our sins be wiped away.” May this be so for all of 

us who follow Jesus and hold fast to his holy Word. 
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Part 13 – Liturgy of the Word (4) 

Following the Gospel, the homily follows on at least 

Sundays and Holy Days, and is encouraged on 

weekdays as well. Sometimes it might seem as though it 

is a break in the liturgy, so much so that announcements 

might be fittingly made at this point. Some might wish 

that the homily were somewhere else, perhaps after 

Mass. But this fails to recognize that the homily is truly 

a liturgical act. The homily is not a speech or a lecture; 

What is it then? St. John Paul II taught that the liturgical 

proclamation of the Word was in essence the dialogue 

between God and his people. In the homily, Pope 

Francis teaches, the dialogue is taken up once again, “so 

it may find fulfilment in life.” The most authentic 

interpretation of the Scriptures is living it out in our 

lives, its “becoming flesh in us, being translated into 

works…and the homily also follows this path in order 

to help us so that the Word the Lord may go to the 

hands, by passing through the heart.” (Catechesis on the 

Mass, 7 Feb 2018).  

Further, when preaching occurs in the liturgy, “it is part 

of the offering made to the Father and a mediation of 

the grace which Christ pours out during the 

celebration.” The purpose of the preaching is that it 

“should guide the assembly, and the preacher, to a life-

changing communion with Christ in the Eucharist”, 

(Catechesis on the Mass) thus bringing to completion the 

purpose of the Liturgy of the Word – we remember and 

meditate upon what God has done, are called to deeper 

conversion, and desire to enter into deeper communion 

with our Lord. 

A lot could be said about how good homilies need to 

be then! Pope Francis did exactly this in his Apostolic 

Exhortation Evangelii gaudium (n. 135-176). But it is not 

only something the preacher does! Pope Francis also 

teaches that “those who listen to it must also do their 

part. Firstly, by paying proper attention, that is, 

assuming the right interior disposition, without 

subjective pretexts, knowing that every preacher has 

merits and limitations. If at times there is a reason for 

boredom because a homily is long or unfocused or 

unintelligible, at other times, however, prejudice creates 

the obstacle” (Catechesis on the Mass). It has been said that 

St. Teresa of Avila was always able to obtain some profit 

from each homily she heard (even though she lived in a 

time not known  

 

 

for its great preaching!). While the quality of homilies 

and improving them is important, we should recognize 

that by the Holy Spirit, working through imperfect 

instruments, God can speak to us in some way even in 

a poor homily, just as we might hope that God can work 

through our own stumbling and wandering, and bear 

good fruit despite ourselves. 

Why is the homily at Mass only given by the priest or 

deacon? It isn’t because a lay person would be unable 

to preach well. Well-trained laypeople are able to preach 

at certain times outside of Mass. The reason goes back 

to the nature of the Mass and the symbolism of the 

gathered community. The priest has responsibility for 

the role of Christ as shepherd, in teaching, governing, 

and sanctifying the faithful, roles he plays in and outside 

of the liturgical assembly. This is why under normal 

circumstances, the main celebrant gives the homily – 

the bishop, if he is present, the priest celebrant, or a 

concelebrating priest, or “from time to time, if 

appropriate,” the deacon, because he shares in their 

ministry, but in a secondary fashion (GIRM, 66). It’s not 

a practical reason, but a sacramental one- by the grace 

of Holy Orders, bishops, priests, and deacons represent 

Christ to the gathered assembly. The same principle will 

be at work when we look at the distribution of 

Communion – priests and deacons are the ordinary 

ministers, because of their primary role in sanctifying 

the people. 

After the homily, the whole gathered people say (or 

sing!) the Creed on Sundays and solemnities, our 

response of faith to the readings and their explanation 

in the homily. We profess that we consider ourselves to 

share the faith of the Church, confessing the great 

mysteries of our faith as discerned and defined by the 

Church over the first centuries following Jesus’ earthly 

life. The Nicene Creed came from the Council of 

Nicaea in 325, with further refinements from the 

Council of Constantinople in 381, professing faith 

especially in the divinity of Christ and of the Holy Spirit.  

When the Creed has been said, we move into the 

“Universal Prayer,” more commonly known as the 

Prayer of the Faithful. In it, we all exercise our 

baptismal priesthood in praying for the Church and the 

world, and prepare more immediately to participate in 

Christ’s paschal sacrifice.   
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