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Part 21 – The Communion Rite 

 
In the pattern of the Eucharist established by Jesus, the 
preparation of the altar and the Eucharistic Prayer 
constitute the “taking” and “blessing” of the bread and 
wine. The Communion rite accomplishes the final two 
elements- “breaking” and “sharing”. 

After the “Amen”, all stand and the priest invites all to 
pray together the Lord’s Prayer: “At the Savior’s 
command and formed by divine teaching, we dare to 
say…” The Our Father was given to us by Christ as a 
response to the disciples’ request: “Lord, teach us to 
pray.” There have been many wonderful commentaries 
on the Our Father, but the question that concerns us 
here is, why do we pray it at Mass, and why at this 
point in the Mass? 

“Give us this day our daily bread.” There is a deep 
relationship between these words and the Eucharist. 
The Greek word translated ‘daily’ is very rare in Greek; 
it’s use in the Gospel is the earliest we know of. St. 
Jerome translated it in Latin as “supersubstantial,” 
clearly pointing to the Eucharist. From the earliest 
days of the Church, this petition was believed to have 
Eucharistic significance, not only asking for what we 
need for earthly existence. Pope Benedict XVI has 
suggested that the Our Father can be seen in the 
context of the Mass as a sort of ‘grace before the meal’. 
We pray for what we need to fruitfully join in the 
banquet, to receive the fruits of the sacrifice, asking 
God for the Bread that we need to truly flourish. 

This leads to the next petitions, dealing with 
forgiveness. This has sometimes been called a 
‘dangerous’ prayer- asking God to treat us the way we 
treat others!  But we have to recognize that if we are 
not able to forgive others from the heart, how can we 
experience God’s forgiveness? 

We then ask God to deliver us from evil. The priest 
elaborates in the embolism following the prayer, asking 
for “peace in our days.” The theme of peace is very 
strong in the Communion rite. The priest asks God to 
grant peace, which leads to the rite of peace. The 
Roman Rite differs from many of the other ancient 
Christian liturgies in that the sign of peace  

 

 
 
takes place before Communion. In most other rites, it 
takes place before the Eucharistic Prayer, an 
illustration of Christ’s admonition in the Gospel of 
Matthew: “if you bring your gift to the altar, and there 
recall that your brother has anything against you, leave 
your gift there at the altar, go first and be reconciled 
with your brother, and then come and offer your gift” 
(Mt 5:23-24). In the Roman Rite, the placement of 
the sign of peace emphasizes the idea that ultimately 
peace and communion come from God, from sharing 
in the Body and Blood of Christ. When the 
Resurrected Christ appeared before the disciples 
gathered in the upper room, his greeting was “Peace be 
with you.” In the same way, in the person of the priest, 
Christ greets us once again. “Christ’s peace is the fruit 
of the redemption that he brought into the world by 
his death and resurrection- the gift that the Risen Lord 
continues to give even today to his Church as she 
gathers for the celebration of the Eucharist…” 
(CDWDS, Circular Letter on the Ritual Expression of 
the Gift of Peace at Mass, 2014). 

Sometimes people are uncomfortable with the sign of 
peace being present at this point in the Mass. 
Shouldn’t we be paying attention to Christ present on 
the altar? This can come from the way we observe it, 
where it sometimes becomes a casual greeting. At times 
there is a temptation to separate our love of God from 
love for our neighbor, when Jesus himself binds them 
close together. If we can come to a deeper 
understanding of the significance of the sign of peace, 
this problem can be overcome. The sign of peace isn’t 
a casual greeting of everyone around us (or the other 
side of the church!); it is a ritual, sacramental act. We 
share with one another the peace we have received 
(and are preparing to receive) from Christ; this is a 
sobering and precious gift. Whoever is around us, we 
have to say that “I must love you as Christ does in 
order to be in communion with him. I want the peace 
of Christ to dwell in me, and so I have to share that 
peace with others.”    
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Part 22 – The Communion Rite (2) 

 
After the Sign of Peace, the Fraction Rite begins. The 
living bread, Christ, is broken (but not divided) for the 
Paschal Banquet. This moment became one of the 
early names for the Mass – in the Acts of the Apostles 
it is recorded that the disciples who made up the 
Church in its earliest days “were devoted to the 
teachings of the apostles, to fellowship, to the breaking 
of the bread, and to prayer.” (Acts 2:42). St. Paul 
pointed to the meaning of the bread broken for all: 
“The bread that we break, is it not a participation in 
the body of Christ? Because the loaf of bread is one, 
we, though many, are one body, for we all partake of 
the one loaf.” (1 Cor. 10:17). Similarly, the disciples at 
Emmaus recognized Jesus for who he is only in the 
breaking of the bread (cf. Lk 24). 

During the Fraction Rite, the Agnus Dei, or Lamb of 
God litany is sung. In the words of the Lamb of God, 
we recognize that Jesus is the true lamb, the lamb 
provided by God (cf. Gn 22:8), the spotless Passover 
lamb, the sacrifice that truly has the power to take 
away sins (Heb 9:26). We ask for God’s mercy, and 
again for peace. While we usually say it three times, 
ending with “Grant us peace” on the final repeat, it 
can be repeated as many times as necessary in order to 
cover the entire fraction rite, which may take quite a 
while at a heavily attended Mass. When the priest and 
deacon are finished, the priest breaks off a piece from 
one of the hosts and puts it into the chalice, “to signify 
the unity of the Body and Blood of the Lord in the 
work of salvation, namely, of the Body of Jesus Christ, 
living and glorious.” The breaking in a sense represents 
the death of the Lord, while the commingling can 
represent the Resurrection.  

The priest then shows the faithful the Eucharistic 
Bread, the Body of Christ, held over the paten or the 
chalice, and invites them to the banquet: 
 “Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes 
away the sins of the world. Blessed are those called to 
the Supper of the Lamb.” The faithful respond with 
the words of the centurion from the Gospel: “Lord, I  

 

 

 
 
 

am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, 
but only say the word, and my soul shall be healed.”  
(Lk 7:6). We express our unworthiness, but we also 
express our belief that Jesus can make us worthy.  

“Worthiness” to receive Communion is often heavily 
misunderstood, both among people receiving when 
they should not, but also of people who are in fact able 
to receive thinking they cannot. Sometimes this 
teaching is difficult to understand. Aren’t we all 
sinners? Doesn’t the Eucharist bring forgiveness? How 
could I as a sinner possibly be worthy to receive Jesus 
in Communion? 

We have to understand what Communion means, and 
why we say what we say when we approach to receive 
the Body and Blood of the Lord. When we go forward 
and receive, the minister says: “The Body/Blood of 
Christ”, and we respond, “Amen.” That “amen” has 
many layers of meaning. We are responding that we 
believe that the Eucharist is the Body and Blood of 
Christ, but also that we are part of that Body, that we 
follow Jesus in the Church and are therefore able to 
receive. We acknowledge that we are part of the 
communion of the Church, with the other members of 
Christ’s Body. If we reject any of those things by our 
thoughts or actions, then the receiving of 
Communion, our Amen, is a kind of lie. It is 
incoherent, because we reject Communion with Christ 
and the Church while outwardly claiming it. This 
creates a divide within ourselves.  

This is why when we are conscious of having 
committed a mortal sin (having done something 
seriously wrong, having known it was wrong, and 
freely chose to do it anyway), we normally have to 
receive absolution in the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
before receiving Holy Communion- we have ruptured 
our communion with God and with the Church, and 
need reconciliation with both. But if we have 
committed a venial sin (any sin that does not meet the 
criteria for a mortal sin), while it damages those 
relationships, we simply need to be repentant; 
Communion itself will wash away those venial sins. 
More will be said about this in the next article! 
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Part 23 – The Communion Rite (3) 
 
In the last article, we began to discuss the issue of 
worthiness to receive Communion. Where did the 
Church come up with the idea that we have to meet 
certain standards in order to receive? We find it first in 
the teaching of St. Paul. In the early days of the 
Church, the celebration of the Eucharist was 
sometimes held in the context of a full meal. Paul had 
heard that at these meals some members of the 
Corinthian community were eating and drinking 
excessively, even while other members did not receive 
enough food. By their actions they contradicted the 
meaning of the Eucharist – the memorial of the loving 
self-offering of Christ. In response to this, St. Paul 
said, “Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the 
cup of the Lord unworthily will have to answer for the 
body and blood of the Lord. A person should examine 
himself, and so eat the bread and drink the cup. For 
anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the 
body, eats and drinks judgment on himself” (1 Cor 
11:27-29). 

In other words, Communion isn’t magic; if we receive 
the Holy Eucharist without internalizing the spirit and 
intention of Jesus in instituting it, without recognizing 
that his sacrifice of himself requires our turning away 
from sin, then we try to receive salvation without the 
required conversion of life, which is completely 
opposite to Jesus’ message.  

For many centuries people shied away from receiving 
Communion regularly, for fear of the judgment 
described by St. Paul. This was such an issue that in 
1215 the Fourth Lateran Council declared that every 
Catholic had to receive Communion at least once a 
year, preferably during the Easter season. This remains 
Church law to this day. This also created the 
requirement that you have to confess all mortal sins at 
least once a year (so as to be able to receive the yearly 
Communion). But the Church has also wanted to 
encourage people to receive much more often, 
preferably weekly, or even daily! Some people thought 
that such a practice was only for consecrated religious 
and priests, but Pope Pius X settled the question in  

 

 

1905, stating that everyone who was properly disposed 
to receive was encouraged to receive Communion as 
often as possible, even daily.  

We have to take St. Paul’s admonition seriously, and 
truly examine our lives. And if we find we have 
committed a serious sin, we should go to confession 
before receiving Communion. But if you are not 
conscious of having committed a serious sin, go! 
Receiving regularly helps people to avoid more serious 
sins. We have to be serious and intentional about it, 
but we don’t have to be perfect first- as Pope Francis 
has said, “[Jesus] knows we are sinners; and he knows 
we make many mistakes, but he does not give up on 
joining his life to ours.... The Eucharist is not the 
reward of saints, no it is the Bread of sinners. This is 
why he exhorts us: ‘Do not be afraid! Take and eat.’” 

Another requirement for receiving Holy Communion 
is that we have to observe the “Eucharistic fast.” This 
is a practice of fasting from food and drink, except for 
water and medicine. This practice makes receiving 
Communion an intentional practice. You have to 
think about whether you will be receiving 
Communion and shape your actions by that choice, 
perhaps even making a small sacrifice to do so. This 
also allows us to take time to reflect on our spiritual 
state. The fast is much less strict today than it once 
was: in the Latin Church it used to last from midnight 
until you received Communion (though to be fair, 
Masses at that time could not begin after noon), then 
was changed by Pius XII to three hours before 
receiving, then by St. Paul VI to one hour before 
receiving. Note that this is before receiving, not before 
Mass begins. But there is nothing to prevent 
individuals from making a somewhat longer 
Eucharistic fast to be more intentional about it, as a 
spiritual exercise. The requirement is one hour. And 
there are exceptions for the elderly and those who are 
ill. Priests who have to celebrate multiple Masses in a 
day are also excepted after the first Mass. Whenever 
you are planning to go to Mass and receive 
Communion, take time to reflect on your life, your 
relationship with the Lord and his Church, and to 
thank God for the beautiful gift of the Eucharist. 
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Part 24 – The Communion Rite (4) 
 
Communion, as the name implies, is not an 
individualistic event. That is why the normal place to 
receive it is during the great gathering of the Church, 
which is the Body of Christ: the Mass. We come into 
communion not only with Jesus, but with our brothers 
and sisters who are also joined with him.  

This is part of why most non-Catholics are not 
permitted to receive Communion outside of rare 
circumstances. To be able to receive requires a certain 
level of pre-existing Communion with the Church. As 
St. John Paul II put it, “the celebration of the 
Eucharist presupposes that communion already exists, 
a communion which it seeks to consolidate and bring 
to perfection.” (Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 35) 

Since it is communal, we journey toward communion 
together. “The Church understands the Communion 
Procession, in fact every procession in liturgy, as a sign 
of the pilgrim Church, the body of those who believe 
in Christ, on their way to the heavenly Jerusalem.” 
(USCCB, “The Reception of Holy Communion at 
Mass”). Sometimes we might experience it as simply 
waiting in a line for our own turn, but we can have a 
much more fruitful experience of it by recognizing that 
it is a sign of our journey toward heaven with our 
brothers and sisters, and not only those present, but all 
the saints who have gone before us. The Communion 
chant or hymn emphasizes this communal dimension 
– it is meant to begin when the priest receives the 
Body of Christ and continues until the last person 
receives. Similarly, though differing customs exist in 
places for the posture of the faithful after receiving 
Communion, the posture given in the Missal is that 
the faithful stand until the last person has received 
Communion. 

As each person comes to receive Communion, the 
minister holds up the host or the chalice, and says: 
“The Body of Christ”, or “The Blood of Christ”. And 
we respond, “Amen.” This Amen should be said 
loudly and clearly enough for the minister to hear!  

 

As St. Augustine said, “If you are the body and 
members of Christ, then it is your sacrament that is 
placed on the table of the Lord; it is your sacrament 
that you receive. To that which you are you respond 
‘Amen’ and by responding to it you assent to it. For 
you hear the words, ‘the Body of Christ’ and respond 
‘Amen.’ Be then a member of the Body of Christ that 
your Amen may be true.” (St. Augustine, Sermon 
272). 

While a communal experience, Holy Communion is 
an intensely personal (without being individualistic) 
encounter with Jesus Christ. This is why, for example, 
the manner of reception of the Body of Christ is up to 
the communicant: on the tongue or in the hand (at 
least in the US; not all countries have permitted 
receiving Communion in the hand). Both are 
legitimate ways of receiving, with different emphases. 
Receiving on the tongue highlights our complete 
reliance on God; we are fed by him who are helpless to 
save ourselves. Receiving in the hand highlights our 
real participation in the act of eating- “Take and eat,” 
bringing Christ’s gift of himself into our very being. 
You can find many arguments about one way or the 
other, but both are approved by the Church, and both 
have a long history. In every case, it should be done in 
a dignified and reverent manner, showing our belief in 
the wonder of the gift we are receiving.  

Either way, before receiving each communicant makes 
a gesture of reverence (best done when the person in 
front of you is receiving), usually a bow of the head. 
This is a way of being intentional about the fact that 
we believe Jesus is truly present. When receiving the 
Precious Blood, the same gesture of reverence is made 
beforehand. The norm for the US is to receive 
standing, although individuals may choose to kneel, 
which used to be the common practice (cf. GIRM, 
160). 

All of our practices surrounding Communion help to 
safeguard our belief; but they also help to evangelize, 
making people wonder, “What is this that they treat 
with such profound awe and respect?” 
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Part 25 – The Communion Rite (5) 
 
After the distribution of Holy Communion, there is a period 
of silence, though a “hymn of praise” can also be sung. This 
is a time specially set aside for private prayer, recognizing 
that need to spend some time thanking Jesus for the gift of 
himself in the Eucharist, and to prepare ourselves for going 
out into the world after Mass, remaining in Communion 
with the Lord. 

During this time, any remaining fragments of the Body of 
Christ are collected and placed in the tabernacle; where this 
is not possible, all remaining hosts would be consumed by 
the priest and other ministers. The remaining Blood of 
Christ is also consumed. 

The tabernacle is where we reserve the Blessed Sacrament, for 
the communion of the sick (or otherwise homebound) and 
dying, as well as for worship. Over the centuries there have 
been different traditions for where to place the tabernacle. In 
the Roman Rite for many of the preceding centuries, it was 
found on the altar itself. Thus there is a long tradition 
(except for most cathedrals, where it was placed in a separate 
chapel) of placing the tabernacle in the center of the 
sanctuary, as a focal point of the Church building, 
emphasizing the centrality of the Eucharist in the life of the 
Church, that the Eucharist makes the Church and the 
Church makes the Eucharist. However, because of its’ 
purpose of reserving the Sacrament for private prayer and 
adoration, it is also permitted to place it in a separate chapel 
or another part of the church which might be more 
conducive to that. 

Wherever it is, the tabernacle is to be a suitable vessel for its 
purpose, proclaiming to all who see it the importance of the 
Sacrament preserved within. It should be “in a distinguished 
place in the church or oratory, a place which is conspicuous, 
suitably adorned, and conducive to prayer” (Canon 938, §2). 

The vessels which were used for Communion are ‘purified’. 
This should not be taken to mean that they  
are ‘unclean’, but rather that in our care for the Body and 
Blood of the Lord, we make sure that every particle and drop 
of the Eucharist is accounted for. The priest or deacon 
purifies the paten (plate) or ciborium (bowl) over the chalice, 

allowing any remaining particles of the Body of Christ to fall 
into the chalice.  He then puts water into the chalice (this 
dilutes any remaining drops of the appearance of wine, and 
once it no longer appears as wine, we believe Christ is no 
longer substantially present in it), and then drinks the water 
and dries the chalice with a purificator. This purification 
may also take place after Mass, especially if there are many 
vessels to be purified. While performing the purification, the 
following beautiful prayer is said: “What has passed our lips 
as food, O Lord, may we possess in purity of heart, that what 
has been given to us in time may be our healing for eternity.” 

The tabernacle, the purifications, all the ceremonies, vessels, 
and rites which surround our care for the Blessed Sacrament 
are a testimony to our belief in Christ’s enduring presence in 
the Eucharistic elements; this gift is a particularly beautiful 
way in which Christ’s promise “I am with you always” is 
fulfilled (Matt 28:20). 

After the period of silence, the priest prays the “Prayer after 
Communion,” in which our prayer as the People of God is 
brought to completion, and we ask God to grant us, by 
receiving Christ in Holy Communion, the fruits of the 
mystery we have celebrated in the Mass. As an example, on 
the Vigil of the Epiphany, we pray: 

Renewed by sacred nourishment,  
we implore your mercy, O Lord, 
that the star of your justice 
may shine always bright in our minds, 
and that our true treasure  
may ever consist in our confession of you. 

         Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The fruits of worthy reception of Holy Communion are 
intimate union with Christ, the preservation, increase, and 
renewal of our life of grace begun in baptism; it separates us 
from sin, strengthens our charity and love, and unites us with 
all the faithful in Christ. But there are further consequences: 
among these Communion commits us to the poor, to 
recognizing Christ in the ‘least of these’. It also commits us 
to work for communion, working to overcome division in 
the Church and among Christians. (cf. CCC 1391-1401). 
Thus in the concluding rites, we are sent out into the world 
to be Christ’s presence and to draw the world back to the 
Eucharist, the source and summit of our lives. 
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