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Pastor’s Notes:  The Sign of Peace                                         December 5, 2021 

Following the plan I have discerned of evangelization as invitation, and prompted by parishioners who have asked, as 

well as having gone through a consultative process with the Parish Pastoral Council, I have discerned that beginning this 

First Sunday of Advent we will re-introduce the Sign of Peace during Mass. It seems to be a movement of the Holy 

Spirit, as this gives us an opportunity to live out in a concrete way the invitation to evangelization. The deacon will say, 

“Let us offer each other the sign of peace,” as an invitation. This takes place in a most sacred time within the Holy 

Sacrifice of the Mass, when our God is present on the altar. But it is an opportunity for us to fulfill both of the greatest 

commandments that Jesus reminded us of:  first, to love God with all our heart, mind, and soul, and second, to love our 

neighbor even as ourself. (Matthew 22:35-40)   
 

Now, unfortunately, this is a somewhat controversial topic for a number of reasons, chief among them being the grave 

misunderstanding of what this ritual gesture is and what it is not. First, the Church has already expressed a certain 

hesitancy in this matter. In 2014 Rome issued a circular letter attempting to correct abuses to this practice.* Second, the 

customs and habits of the people in Chattanooga tend to go contrary to the norms contained in the GIRM and reiterated 

by that circular letter. Third, the coronavirus pandemic has made us rethink all sorts of social interaction. All this must 

be considered if we are to re-introduce the sign of peace.  
 

As you recall, I addressed this issue in 2018 in my pastor’s notes. At that point, we had moved the sign of peace, as per 

Pope Francis’ suggestion, to the beginning of Mass. Since the coronavirus began affecting our community, we have 

simply omitted the practice altogether.  
 

The true meaning of the sign of peace is to express ecclesial communion and mutual charity before communicating in the 

Sacrament. What it doesn’t mean is that this is a time for camaraderie or social visits. This is the mistaken notion that has 

led many in the Church to be very averse to this very horizontal expression at a time when we are supposed to be in the 

presence of the Divine. Our Lord and Savior does link love of God and love of neighbor together, and so it is not 

inappropriate for us to express ecclesial communion with one another and mutual charity with our fellow man before 

we commune with the Divine. However, we must avoid all signs of fraternization that appear banal or too disruptive of 

the sacred moment. To this end, the U. S. Bishops give us good guidance:   
 

82. The Rite of Peace follows, by which the Church asks for peace and unity for herself and for the whole human 

family, and the faithful express to each other their ecclesial communion and mutual charity before 

communicating in the Sacrament. 
 

As for the sign of peace to be given, the manner is to be established by Conferences of Bishops in accordance 

with the culture and customs of the peoples. It is, however, appropriate that each person offer the sign of peace 

only to those who are nearest and in a sober manner. 
 

The second paragraph of #82 gives clear direction about the actual sign of peace to be given. It indicates that it must be 

done in a sober manner, in which we offer the sign of peace only to those who are nearest. From this, we can clearly 

exclude all exuberant expressions of the sign of peace that have been rightly critiqued in the past, such as high fives, 

back slapping, and other chit-chat that would take place. Likewise, it excludes the practice of wandering from your pew 

and trying to greet as many people as possible. This is not a time of greeting and socializing; it’s a symbolic gesture of 

ecclesial communion and mutual charity before communicating with the Almighty God.  
 

In the absence of official directives from the USCCB, and in keeping with Bishop Stika’s requirements to mitigate the 

spread of the coronavirus, I encourage the following manner of exchanging the sign of peace:  that each person would 

turn to the person nearest to them to the right and to the left, bowing towards them with a simple head bow, and if so 

desired, and in a subdued voice, exchange the dialogue, “Peace be with you,” “And with your spirit.” This should take 

only a moment and should not be prolonged in any way, nor should it be seen as an invitation to greet everyone in your 

pew or everyone in your vicinity. The flashing of peace signs, high fives, backslaps, chit-chat, and other friendly gestures 

are not appropriate for this moment.  
 

* “Circular Letter on the Ritual Expression of the Gift of Peace at Mass”, Pope Francis, Congregation for Divine Worship and the 

Discipline of the Sacraments;  https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=10652  


