
Believe   Celebrate   Live
THE EUCHARIST

In this time to Believe, Celebrate, Live the 
Eucharist, we all have an opportunity to reflect on the 
rich mysteries of our faith, with a focus on our greatest 
prayer, the Mass. As you might expect, we start at the 
beginning: with the gathering of the assembly, the 
entrance procession, and the opening song.

Called to Worship
“It’s Sunday morning. You decide to go to Mass. 

Or rather, God decides for you. God draws each of us 
out of our solitude and isolation, and makes us into a 
people that lives by faith and whose unity is Christ,” 
writes Cardinal Jean-Marie Lustiger, the recently 
deceased Archbishop of Paris. “Yes, we should 
consider it a grace of God to have been ‘chosen’ to 
be members of the People of God, ‘to serve in his 
presence,’ to be gathered into his Church, the Body of 
Christ” (Lustiger, La Messe, p. 11). We come to Mass 
not because we happen to have the time or because we 
feel like it or because we have to. We come in response 
to a call. In coming to Mass, Sunday after Sunday,  
we are letting ourselves be gathered by God.

When God’s people are thus gathered together, 
God’s Church is made visible. Many diverse 
individuals become something altogether new. They 
become one community entrusted with a task that no 
one else can accomplish for them: to be the body of 
Christ in this place, at this time. The whole is truly 
greater than its parts.

The Entrance
The entrance procession doesn’t begin with the 

entrance hymn! Perhaps you could say it begins at 
mid-afternoon Saturday, or very early on Sunday 
morning, when someone arrives to turn on the lights 

and open the doors. This great procession continues 
as the faithful arrive from every direction—on foot, 
by car, by bus, by taxi, by van, maybe even by boat— 
to greet one another and take their places in the 
church. This is the great entrance procession; the 
vested ministers simply conclude it. The formal 
entrance is an emblem of what has already begun 
to happen. We see in it a people ceasing to be a 
civic or other kind of community, and becoming a 
liturgical one. But, of course, there is more, because 
the procession is not just about us. It’s about Christ’s 
living presence in our midst. As the cross enters the 
church, we stand—the simplest possible gesture, and 
yet a powerful sign of attention and respect. We’ve 
already seen that it is the living God who gathers us 
here, though we may think we arrive under our own 
steam. The cross leads us, and the solemn, deliberate 
pace reminds us that the pilgrim people of God have 
nothing to fear. Their destination is sure and their 
guide cannot go astray. Candles are signs of a living 
presence, and the candles carried with the cross 
remind us that the cross we adore is a living cross, 
a flowering tree, both alive and life-giving.

The procession points to other signs of Christ as 
well. Servers carry candles around the Book of the 
Gospels, because, as the Second Vatican Council 
teaches us, “Christ himself speaks when the scriptures 
are proclaimed in the Church” (Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy [CSL] #7). The priest presiding over 
the celebration is another sign of Christ’s presence. 
This is perhaps most obvious in the vestments he 
wears. One fourth-century Christian commentator 
wrote, “Their outer garb is more sublime than they 
are”; the priest-presider “does not wear his usual 
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clothing nor does he wear his ordinary outer garment; 
a vestment of fine, bright linen envelops him” (Quoted 
in Martimort, Principles of the Liturgy, p. 189). The 
vestment is an outward sign of an interior reality, 
the sacrament by which the priest is enabled to act 
in persona Christi, in the person of Christ, in the 
celebration of the Eucharist. The priest is the last to 
enter, for when he “joins the celebrating community, 
the Church, the Body of the risen Lord, with its  
head and its members, is signified in its totality”  
(Deiss, The Mass, p. 17).

Powerful Songs
The song that accompanies the entrance of the 

ministers is an essential part of the gathering of the 
people of God. It doesn’t simply set the mood or 
explain the theme of the day (though it can do both 
of these); it accomplishes something. The song is the 
first activity of the community gathered in Christ, who 
is present when the Church prays and sings (CSL #7). 
Communal singing sounds like unity, and it helps to 
bring it about as well. As the people join together in 
song, says Cardinal Lustiger, “a communion of prayer 
and adoration is formed between men and women 
until then separated and often strangers to one another. 

Together, with one heart, they begin to sing to God, 
the same acclamation or supplication” (Lustiger, p. 31). 
Some of us sing with trained beauty—most of us sing 
with natural beauty—but at Mass, we all sing. As the 
great Methodist preacher and composer John Wesley 
said in his “Directions for Singing” (1761), “Sing . . . 
let not a slight degree of weakness or weariness hinder 
you. If singing is a cross to you, take it up, and you 
will find it a blessing. Sing lustily and with a good 
courage” (Preface to Sacred Melody). Wesley knew 
that those who have sung and prayed together are 
no longer strangers: they have begun to experience 
their oneness in Christ. St. Augustine felt the same 
way. “How I wept,” he wrote, “deeply moved by your 
hymns, songs, and the voices that echoed through your 
Church! What emotion I experienced in them! Those 
sounds flowed into my ears, distilling the truth in my 
heart. A feeling of devotion surged within me, and 
tears streamed down my face—tears that did me good” 
(Confessions, as quoted in Catechism of the Catholic 
Church #1157).

The Sign of the Cross
At the very beginning of Mass, all members of the 

assembly—the priest along with the people—bless 

A splendid entrance
Hippo, North Africa, Easter Sunday, 426.  

Two young people, a brother and sister, have been 
miraculously cured. “On all sides, the church was 
filled with cries of joy and thanksgiving. We came 
forward toward the people. The church was full: 
it resounded with cries of joy: Thanks be to God! 
Praise be to God! No one stays quiet; from the right, 
from the left, rose up cries! I greeted the people.  
The acclamation started again with redoubled 
intensity. Finally silence was established, and the 
passage from the Holy Scriptures was read which 
dealt with the feast” (St. Augustine, as quoted  
in Deiss, p. 16).

The Power of Sunday
It is the year 304. The Emperor Diocletian has 

forbidden Christians, on pain of death, to read 
the scriptures, to celebrate the Eucharist, or to 
build places of worship. Nevertheless, one Sunday 
morning, some Christians are found breaking the 
bread together in a private home in Abitene, a village 
in present-day Tunisia. All forty-nine of them are 
arrested and dragged before the imperial authorities 
at Carthage. The proconsul interrogates them, asking 
how they dare to defy the orders of the Emperor.  
One of the Christians, Emeritus by name, replies 
simply, “Sine dominico non possumus.” Without 
Sunday, we cannot live.



themselves with the sign of the cross. “The most basic 
Christian gesture in prayer is and always will be the sign 
of the Cross,” wrote Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (Pope 
Benedict XVI) in 2000. “It is a way of confessing Christ 
crucified with one’s very body.” In making the sign of 
the cross as we begin our liturgical celebrations, not 
hastily, but slowly and with reverent awareness, we say, 
without uttering a word, who we really are; we utter 
“a visible and public Yes to him who suffered for us” 
(Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, p. 177).

The sign of the cross is also a statement of belief, 
our most fundamental one: “In the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” We profess 
our faith in and invoke the protection of the blessed 
Trinity. These words also recall the sacrament that has 
gathered us into God’s family and brought us together 
in prayer and praise—the sacrament of baptism—for 
each of us was baptized “in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” Thus from the 
very beginning of Mass, we pray in the awareness of 
the cross of Christ, of the saving sacrifice it represents, 
and of our own share in that sacrifice through baptism. 
The liturgy leads us to the cross and, through it, to the 
peace of his resurrection; it does not lead us to Christ’s 
peace in order to avoid the cross.

The Greeting
“The Lord be with you.” This is not merely a 

liturgical way of saying “Good morning” or “How 
are you?” Rather, these simple formulas express the 
foundational mystery of the Mass: that Christ is with 
us and makes us one. Cardinal Lustiger referred to it 
as an abbreviation of our entire covenant with God 
as it was made with Moses: The people divinely 
chosen as God’s own were given the gift of God’s own 
presence. It is a reminder, too, of those farewell words 
of Jesus: “Behold, I am with you always” (Matthew 
28:20). In confidence, then, the Church and its 
ministers can express their desire for the Lord and the 
Spirit of the Lord to be with and among everyone.

Penitential Rite
“The Church . . . clasping sinners to her bosom,  

at once holy and always in need of purification, 
follows constantly the path of penance and renewal” 
(Lumen Gentium, 1964). In the penitential rite, the 
Church itself, in its members, asks forgiveness and 
praises the God of mercy. This rite is not a “mini-
confession,” nor are we expected to do an extensive 
examination of conscience at this moment in the Mass. 
This rite is not “a type of doormat where we wipe our 
feet before entering the sanctuary of God’s holiness,” 
as Lucien Deiss memorably puts it (Deiss, pp. 22, 24). 
We do not simply get the penitential part of the Mass 
out of the way before moving on to the joy of the 
Gloria. For the rhythm of penance and praise that 
we hear in the penitential rite will be repeated over 
and over in the Mass. Forgiveness, after all, is at the 
very heart of the Eucharist; at the moment of the 
consecration we hear that Christ’s blood was shed 
so that sins would be forgiven.

There are several different forms for the penitential 
rite. First is the Confiteor (“I confess to Almighty 
God . . .”). In this great prayer of confession, which 
we recite together, each one of us in the first person, 
we acknowledge that sin is not only personal, it is 
communal. The wrong I do diminishes me, and it 
diminishes the community of which I am a part.  
So I acknowledge that I have sinned in thought, in 
word, in action, and in failure to act—before God 
and before “my brothers and sisters.” And I invoke 
the prayers of the Mother of God and the whole 
communion of angels and saints.

The penitential rite can also take the form of a 
litany, with invocations addressed to Christ, with the 
response “Lord, have mercy,” or, in Greek, Kyrie 
eleison. These invocations are less about us—our 
failures and shortcomings—than they are bursts 
of praise for the incredible mercy of God in Jesus 
Christ. “You came to call sinners.” “You plead for us.” 



“You heal the wounds of sin and division.” “You 
bring pardon and peace.” “You bring light to those in 
darkness.” “You give us yourself.” “You raise us to 
new life.” We are reminded that God—like the father 
of the prodigal son—runs to meet us when we turn 
homeward, even if, like that lost son, we are still a 
long way off.

The penitential rite can sometimes be replaced with 
a sprinkling rite, which powerfully reminds us of our 
baptism. The prayers for the blessing of water are 
also prayers for forgiveness. “Renew the living spring 
of your life within us that we may be free from sin.” 
“Bless this water: as we use it in faith forgive our sins 
and save us from all illness and the power of evil . . . 
admit us to your presence in purity of heart” (Roman 
Missal). In a way, the penitential rite is always a 
sprinkling rite, in the sense that no matter which form 
this rite takes it is a reminder of baptism—the first 
sacrament of forgiveness. 

Gloria in Excelsis Deo
Immediately following the absolution, the Gloria 

bursts into the liturgy. The Gloria is among the most 
ancient songs of the Christian people. It began as a 
hymn for the office of Morning Prayer, but gradually 
made its way into the Mass. At first it was sung 
only by bishops on special occasions (particularly 
Christmas); but gradually it came to be sung by all  
the people on all Sundays, except in Advent and Lent.

The Gloria is a hymn, an ode, “a symphony,” as 
Lucien Deiss calls it, in which the “dominant note . . . 
is the jubilation of praise” (Deiss, p. 24). It begins 
with the song the angels sang on the first Christmas 
night—“Glory to God in the highest, and peace to his 
people on earth”—and then comes a kind of rhapsody, 
as words and phrases spill over one another from the 
overflowing joy of our hearts. The text is very rich. 
It seems to be trying to exhaust the very vocabulary 
of praise: Laudamus te. Benedicimus te. Adoramus 
te. Glorificamus te. Gratias agimus tibi. We praise, 

bless, adore, glorify, give thanks! No single word 
can adequately express the response of the Christian 
people to the good news of the Incarnation.

The movement of this great ode, as many have 
observed, echoes the movement of the Eucharistic 
Prayer itself. The opening rhapsody turns to a 
meditation on Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh;  
from the glory of the angels’ song we descend to  
the depths of Jesus’ sacrifice, and our praise becomes 
supplication: “Lamb of God, you take away the sin of 
the world: have mercy on us . . . receive our prayer.” 
 In the last part of this hymn, we rise up again with 
the risen Jesus, saying three times, “You alone,”  
“You alone,” “You alone.” We conclude with a 
splendid trinitarian expression of faith, and end 
where we began, “in the glory of God the Father.”

In baptism, we are all given a vocation to praise: 
“You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood . . . that you 
may declare the wonderful deeds of God who called 
you out of darkness into marvelous light” (1 Peter 
2:9), and declaring God’s mighty deeds is precisely 
what the Gloria does. It is a prayer of “marvelous 
light” that at the same time recalls the shadows, the 
“darkness” out of which God called us. The Gloria, 
Cardinal Lustiger writes, “is truly a treasure that can 
nourish our personal prayer as well as our community 
prayer” (Lustiger, p. 54).

The Opening Prayer: The “Collect”
Following the Gloria comes the opening prayer, 

also called the collect, because this prayer “collects” 
or gathers the prayers of the community into one. 
These prayers are simple and short, in the spirit of 
the noble simplicity that is characteristic of our 
Roman rite liturgy. The collect follows a very clear 
plan. It begins with the invitation to prayer. This is 
followed by a period of silent prayer (see below). 
Then comes the spoken prayer, which first calls 
upon the Father (“God our Father”), then gives thanks 
(“your light of truth guides us to the way of Christ”), 



then requests (“May all who follow him reject what 
is contrary to the Gospel”), and then, using one of 
several formulas, invokes the Christ who said that 
whatever we asked of the Father in his name would 
be given to us.

Within this pattern—which almost never varies—
the Church provides an amazing diversity of prayers 
(there are nearly two thousand of them in the Missal). 
They are well worth listening to. As we listen, we can 
meditate in our hearts: “By these words spoken by the 
priest, it is I who pray in the name of the Church, and 
the Church that prays in my name” (Lustiger, p. 62).

Liturgical Silence
In the course of the Mass, the liturgy calls for 

seven moments of silence. Two of these take place 
at the very beginning: following the invitation to the 
penitential rite, and following the “Let us pray” of 
the collect. These moments of silence are not there 
to give the priest-presider a chance to turn the page, 

or so that servers can get back to their places, or so 
readers can get to the ambo, or so latecomers can find 
seats. Rather, these silences provide some of the most 
significant moments for the assembly’s full, conscious, 
and active participation in the liturgy. They give us 
time to orient ourselves, to bring our own needs and 
concerns, our regrets, hopes, and prayers, to this 
liturgy, at this time, and to unite them with the prayer 
of the community. This is not the kind of silence in 
which we empty our minds of thought, let distractions 
fade away, and simply be (though there is surely a 
place for that kind of silence in our lives). Rather, 
we are given this silence in order to fill it with the 
intensity of our silent prayer. This is a charged silence. 
In the course of the Mass, this silence takes on many 
different shades, as it were. Silence can be filled with 
repentance, with love and thanksgiving, with reflection 
and meditation, with supplication. But liturgical 
silence is never empty.

Without Sunday, we cannot live

In a homily on May 29, 2005, closing the 24th Italian Eucharistic Congress, 
Pope Benedict XVI told the story of the Abitene martyrs (see above), and said,  
“The Sunday precept is not . . . an externally imposed duty, a burden on our 
shoulders. On the contrary, taking part in the celebration, being nourished by the 
Eucharistic bread and experiencing the communion of their brothers and sisters in 
Christ is a need for Christians, it is a joy; Christians can thus replenish the energy 
they need to continue the journey. . . . We must rediscover the joy of Christian 
Sundays. We must proudly rediscover the privilege of sharing in the Eucharist, 
which is the sacrament of the renewed world.”

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/homilies/ 
2005/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20050529_bari_en.html
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Storytelling
“Storytelling is the single most important energy of 

all religious celebration,” writes Father Eugene Walsh, 
ss. “Storytelling lies at the heart of worship” (Walsh, 
Proclaiming God’s Love in Word and Deed, pp. 10–
11). On the first Holy Thursday, Jesus gathered in the 
upper room with his disciples for a specific reason: to 
celebrate the Passover, to join in the ritual retelling of 
the story of how the Hebrews became God’s chosen 
people. Within the context of that story, Jesus began to 
tell a new story, by taking bread and wine and sharing 
his very self with his disciples.

Today, it is in the context of Christ’s story that our 
own stories unfold. As we celebrate the Liturgy of 
Word, “we don’t leave our lives and our moment in 
history behind as we listen to these stories from the 
past; we actually take them up anew in the light of  
the Word we have heard. The story of our lives is seen 
to be part of a larger story—the story that the Bible 
tells” (Driscoll, What Happens at Mass, p. 39). In 
the proclamation of the scriptures at Mass, ancient 
wisdom and long-ago wonders are made present; 
and the words of prophets once again await their 
fulfillment, in our own place and time.

The Table and Altar of the Word
We say “Amen” to the opening prayer of the Mass. 

All are seated. The lector, and later the psalmist, 
proceeds to the ambo. We have taken our places 
around the table and altar of the Word.

The readings we share at this table are not chosen 
at random. In fact, they are not “chosen” at all; they 
are drawn from a book of readings known as the 
Lectionary. The Lectionary was developed at the 
direction of the Second Vatican Council, which in 
the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy called for a 

more plentiful sharing of the scriptures. Arranged in 
a three-year Sunday cycle and two-year daily cycle, 
the Lectionary provides three readings and a psalm for 
each Sunday of the year. In the course of three years 
we hear almost the entirety of the New Testament,  
and a good portion of the Old as well.

Who Wrote the Bible?
At the beginning of each reading, we are given 

a short introduction that tells us who wrote it: 
“A reading from the book of the prophet Isaiah,” 
for example. But at the end of the reading, a new 
attribution is made: this is “the word of the Lord,” 
not in the past but in the present tense. Is there a 
contradiction here? Perhaps, but it is a wonderful one, 
which illuminates our Catholic understanding of the 
sacred scriptures. For these sacred writers, chosen by 
God, were not simply saintly secretaries, passively 
taking dictation from above. According to Vatican II, 
they “made full use of their powers and faculties so 
that, though God acted in them and by them, it was as 
true authors that they consigned to writing whatever he 
wanted written” (Constitution on Divine Revelation #11). 
They wrote in the language and the forms of their day. 
They used images and concepts familiar to their audience. 
That is why it is so important that we understand who 
wrote the text, in what setting, and to whom.

The First Reading
The first reading is drawn from the Old Testament, 

except during Eastertide, when we hear passages from 
the Acts of the Apostles. This reading is usually the 
one most closely connected to the Gospel by theme or 
imagery. For instance, when Jesus tells the parable of 
the sower, the first reading compares God’s word to 
rain falling on the earth and making it fruitful. When 
Jesus feeds the five thousand in the Gospel, in the first 
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reading Isaiah describes the heavenly banquet. As 
we listen to the reading from the Hebrew scriptures, 
we should think of Jesus on the road to Emmaus, 
explaining to his disciples that he was the fulfillment 
of the Law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms 
(see Luke 24:44). Their words are like steppingstones 
that lead us to the risen Lord.

The Psalm
After the first reading comes the responsorial 

psalm. The psalms are “the heart of the Bible,” as 
Cardinal Lustiger says (Lustiger, La Messe, p. 70), 
the ancient “hymnal” of the Hebrew people. These 
prayers were the daily fare of Jesus and his disciples, 
and of the early church, and they are still at the 
center of the Church’s liturgical prayer. In addition 
to being prayed at every Mass, the psalms form the 
basis of the Liturgy of the Hours (sometimes known 
as the Office). The psalm usually has a very close 
connection to the first reading, and often will serve  
as a link with the Gospel.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 
teaches that the psalms are a school for prayer; they 
“continue to teach us how to pray” (CCC #2587). 
What do they teach us? They teach a kind of prayer 
that sings lovingly, often boldly, to God: a prayer 
filled with awe at God’s creation and trust in God’s 
promised mercy. It is a prayer that is totally honest 
about human suffering and human cruelty, a prayer 
that does not hesitate to ask questions, a prayer that 
intercedes for the entire community and for the world. 
It is a prayer of rejoicing, suffering, praising, trusting, 
glorifying, prophesying.

The Second Reading
While the first reading corresponds closely with 

the Gospel, the second reading—usually drawn 
from one of the letters of St. Paul or one of the other 
apostles—often does not. Instead, for example, during 
the weeks of Ordinary Time, we simply read segments 
of the letters in sequence. Sometimes, though, these 
readings resonate wonderfully in 
their own way with the first reading and the Gospel.  

This happens most often during the major seasons 
of Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Easter. The 
apostolic letters are written to the people of specific 
communities (Corinth, Philippi, Ephesus, Rome); 
in other words, to Christian communities struggling to 
understand the mysteries of their faith and to live out 
their baptism in Christ in often trying circumstances. 
So the apostles speak to people just like us!

The Gospel
The reading of the Gospel is the high point of the 

Liturgy of the Word. We stand. The priest or deacon 
holds the Gospel book high in solemn procession to 
the ambo. During this procession, we sing Hallel 
Yah! “Praise God!” As St. Augustine observed, 
“Alleluia” is the song proper to an Easter people. 
We sing alleluia, our resurrection song, because in 
the proclamation of the Gospel we meet the risen 
Christ. “Jesus rose from the dead with the whole 
life he once lived rising with him . . . every word 
that Jesus spoke, every action he performed, can be 
present to us because it rose with him” (Driscoll, p. 36).

We also acknowledge Christ’s risen presence in 
the dialogue we now exchange with the priest or 
deacon. Once again, as at the beginning of the Mass, 
he reminds us that God is with us: “The Lord be 
with you.” (This dialogue takes place four times 
during the Mass—always at important moments, to 
mark the beginning of something new.) This time, 
when the reading is announced, we respond with 
an acclamation of praise: “Glory to you, O Lord!” 
That acclamation is accompanied by the sign of the 
cross, made in a special way. A cross is drawn on the 
open pages of the Gospel book, and then the whole 
assembly marks forehead, lips, and heart with the 
cross. This gesture is in itself a prayer, as we ask 
Christ to open our minds to understand, our lips to 
speak, and our hearts to believe his Gospel. After 
the Gospel reading, we join in another acclamation: 
“Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ!” We speak directly 
to Christ, whom we acknowledge as present in the 
words of his gospel, spoken long ago, but renewed 
this day and fulfilled in our hearing.



At the conclusion of the Gospel reading the deacon 
or priest kisses the book and prays one of the silent 
prayers of the Mass: “May the words of the Gospel 
wipe away our sins.” The kiss reminds us that Christ’s 
gospel is alive and present in our midst, and the silent 
prayer reminds us of its power to save us, here and now. 

A Living Word
“The Sacred Scriptures, above all in their liturgical 

proclamation, are the source of life and strength” 
(Introduction to the Lectionary for Mass #47). Each 
Christian community needs to hear the scriptures 
proclaimed in its midst, in its own accent, as it were. 
That is why the ministries of reader and psalmist are 
so important; that is why a good sound system is not 
a luxury, but an absolute necessity. “By the word we 
speak or the song we sing, we have the power to bring 
people to life or to bore them to death. If we speak 
and sing God’s word in dull and listless accents, we 
bore people to death by the very word that is designed 
to bring people to life. What a paradox!” (Walsh, p. 51).

The message is clear: in the Liturgy of the Word, 
we need to hear God’s word. “Faith comes through 
hearing,” St. Paul wrote to the Romans—and to us.

Homily
Following the proclamation of the Gospel, we are 

again seated to listen to the homily.

If you have traveled in Europe, or have seen 
some older churches in the United States, you have 
probably seen examples of pulpits from the past, 
quite different from what we are used to today. These 
grand installations (the vast majority of which are 
no longer in use) dominate the nave and are often 
splendid artistic creations, with saints swarming over 
their decorated surfaces, supported by larger-than-life 
figures like St. Jerome or the four evangelists, and 
approached by elaborate staircases. They are also 
located at a considerable distance from the altar.

These pulpits speak powerfully of the importance of 
God’s word. But they also speak of a separation of the 
word from the action of the Mass. Where early church 

fathers like St. Augustine almost always preached on 
the readings of the day, in the Middle Ages sermons 
came to be more like lessons in catechism, teaching 
truths of the faith without much—if any—connection 
to the scriptures. The principal preaching would 
sometimes take place at a service like Benediction, 
and not in the context of the Eucharist at all. This was 
the case even into the twentieth century.

In the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, the 
first major document the Second Vatican Council 
produced, the council fathers affirmed that the homily 
“forms part of the liturgy itself” (CSL #52). There is  
a world of meaning in those words, and they have had 
an impact on everything from church architecture to 
homiletic style. If the homily is part of the liturgy, 
then it necessarily takes its subject matter from the 
liturgy itself—from the readings of the day, the feast 
or mystery being celebrated, from the Eucharist we 
are soon to receive. If the homily is part of the Mass, 
then clearly catechism lessons, theological discourses, 
or overly complex biblical explanations—valuable 
as these are—belong elsewhere in Catholic life. 
If the homily is part of the Mass, then its function 
becomes quite specific: it “points to the presence of 
God in people’s lives and then leads a congregation 
into the Eucharist, providing, as it were, the motive 
for celebrating the Eucharist in this time and place 
(cf. Lectionary for Mass. English translation of the 
Second Editio-Typica [1981] no. 24 prepared by 
International Commission on English in the Liturgy.) 
. .  . the homily should flow quite naturally out of the 
readings and into the liturgical action that follows” 
(p. 23).

The homilist, therefore, has the daunting task of 
helping people to experience that “the word of God 
is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged 
sword” (Hebrews 4:12). There are as many ways of 
responding to that challenge as there are homilists! 
(Look at Luke 4 for a “homily” by Jesus—it must be 
one of the shortest on record. See Acts 2:14–36 to 
read Peter’s homily on the first Pentecost.) Brilliant, 
bland, or in between, “if we listen with open hearts” 
to the homily, writes Msgr. Joseph Champlin, “the 



Holy Spirit will use a word, a phrase, a concept, a 
story from the homily to speak to us, to touch us” 
(Champlin, The Mystery and Meaning of the Mass, 
p. 72). Cardinal Lustiger adds: “It is not the priest 
who changes the hearts of the faithful, but the Holy 
Spirit, to whom both the priest and the faithful should 
be open in this sacramental action of the Church” 
(Lustiger, p. 72).

Dismissal of the Catechumens
The practice of dismissing the catechumens, those 

preparing for baptism, goes back to the early church. 
“After the sermon the catechumens are dismissed,” 
wrote St. Augustine, “and the faithful remain” (Cabié, 
The Eucharist, p. 70). Even after infant baptism had 
become the norm in the Roman Church, the dismissal 
survived, nominally. One early rite had the deacon 
exclaim just before the Liturgy of the Eucharist, “Let 
catechumens depart! Any who are still catechumens 
must leave! All catechumens outside!” (Cabié, p. 70). 
Some may even remember the days when the Liturgy 
of the Word was called “Mass of the Catechumens.”

The catechumenate was restored following the 
Second Vatican Council, and with it the public 
dismissal of those preparing for baptism. Those who 
are not yet baptized do not profess the creed or join 
in the prayers of the faithful, nor do they remain for 
the Liturgy of the Eucharist. And yet, these “hearers” 
(which is what the word “catechumens” means) are 
already “part of the household of Christ” (Rite of 
Christian Initiation of Adults #47); they have begun 
to live the Christian life, and they participate fully 
with the rest of the community at the table of the 
word. They are sent forth with the prayers of the 
whole community, to gather in a separate place, where 
they continue the work of the Liturgy of the Word, 
exploring the ways the readings speak to them in 
their own lives, endeavoring to understand how God’s 
living word is speaking to them here and now.

Creed
After the catechumens have been dismissed,  

we stand together and recite the Nicene Creed.  
The creed is one of the most recent additions to the 

Mass, becoming part of the Roman liturgy only in the 
eleventh century.

The creed is one of our richest prayers. “Just as the 
mustard seed contains a great number of branches in a 
tiny grain, so too this summary of faith encompassed 
in a few words the whole knowledge of the true 
religion contained in the Old and New Testament,” 
writes St. Cyril of Jerusalem (CCC #186). Largely 
scriptural in its content, the creed expresses in a few 
sentences the basics of Christian faith in God, Father 
Son, and Holy Spirit. The Nicene Creed, which we 
share with all the principal churches of East and West, 
was formulated by the first two great ecumenical 
councils of the church, in 325 (Nicaea, from which 
the creed gets its name) and 381 (Constantinople, 
where it assumed its final form). The creed has its 
own extraordinary history (for a readable account, 
see Thomas Bokenkotter’s A Concise History of the 
Catholic Church).

The public profession of the creed at the Mass  
serves several purposes. It is a reminder of our 
baptism, when our first profession of faith was 
made; in reciting the creed together we reaffirm our 
Christian identity before we begin the celebration of 
the Eucharist. We also give honor to Christ’s presence 
among us, bowing at the words that speak of his 
becoming flesh by the power of the Holy Spirit in  
the womb of the Virgin Mary.

The creed is sometimes called the “Symbol.” 
“The Greek word symbolon meant half of a broken 
object, for example, a seal presented as a token of 
recognition. The broken parts were placed together 
to verify the bearer’s identity” (CCC #188). The 
creed is the sign of our Christian identity, the 
“spiritual seal,” as St. Ambrose called it, by which we 
recognize our fellow believers throughout the world. 
In reciting the creed, we assert our oneness with the 
Church throughout the world and across time. “How 
tremendous is the Amen that resounds at the end of 
the Creed,” writes Father Jeremy Driscoll, “echoing 
round the globe, echoing through the centuries, 
echoing in the halls of heaven” (Driscoll, p. 57).



Intercessions
The Liturgy of the Word concludes with the 

general intercessions. The intercessions were an 
important part of the liturgy of the early church, 
but dropped out of the Roman Rite around the sixth 
century. They survived at certain key moments in the 
Church’s year—most notably on Good Friday, when 
the intercessions are still one of the most solemn 
moments of that solemn liturgy. The intercessions 
were restored in the reforms of the Second Vatican 
Council. They usually follow a set pattern, as we 
pray for the needs of the universal Church, for public 
authorities and the salvation of the world, for those 
experiencing difficulties of various kinds, and finally 
for the local community.

The general intercessions are among the most 
important acts of the gathered faithful, for here we 
fulfill our baptismal call to be a royal priesthood, 
interceding for others on behalf of the whole world. 
“Coming as they do after the dismissal of the 
catechumens, [the intercessions] are a privilege of 
the faithful, and they underscore the latter’s priestly 
character. To present to God the appeals and hopes 
of the entire human race is to share in the care and 

concern of the Priest of the New Covenant who gave 
his life for the salvation of the world; it is to share in 
his mission” (Cabié, p. 75).

The intercessions are intentionally broad, because 
at this moment we are called to look beyond the 
boundaries of our parish community and to pray for 
all who are in need—the whole world, in fact. And it 
is precisely in looking beyond our own personal needs 
that we become catholic, that is, universal. “As a sign 
of the universal Church, each community must also be 
a sign of its universal prayer. . . . Between God and the 
nations of the world, God has placed each Christian 
community, little as it may be. Between God and the 
pain of humanity, God has placed the intercession of 
the smallest community. The Prayer of the Faithful is 
the mystery of love that binds this community to the 
universe” (Deiss, The Mass, p. 47).

In a few moments, the faithful will bring forward 
gifts of bread and wine to be transformed into the 
Body and Blood of Christ; at this moment, in the 
general intercessions, “the Church brings both herself 
and the world forward and petitions transformation” 
(Driscoll, p. 60).

At the end of the first century, St. Clement of Rome concluded his own letter to the 
Corinthians with what is called “the great prayer,” the first example of a litany (the same 
form as the general intercessions). In this prayer, we see the early Christian community 
praying not only for its own members, but for the whole world.

We pray you, Master, be our help and protection. 
Save the afflicted among us, have mercy on the lowly. 

Raise up the fallen, show yourself to those in need. 
Heal the sick, and bring back those who have strayed. 

Fill the hungry, give freedom to our prisoners. 
Raise up the weak, console the fainthearted. 

Let all peoples acknowledge that you alone are God, 
and Jesus Christ is your Child, 

that we are your people, 
the sheep to whom you give pasture.

(Quoted in Deiss, The Springtime of the Liturgy, pp. 83–84)
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Believe   Celebrate   Live
THE EUCHARIST

The Liturgy of the Eucharist Begins
This is a time of transition. Several things happen 

at once. The altar is prepared for the Liturgy of the 
Eucharist. A collection is gathered up. There is song 
from the assembly or choir. These various activities 
have a single purpose: to prepare the sacred place and 
the assembly for the holy sacrifice that is about to 
take place. 

Preparation of the Altar
Before Mass began, the altar was simply covered. 

Now the preparations continue. A white cloth called a 
corporal (from the Latin word for body, because upon 
it will rest the Body of Christ) is placed. After the 
bread and wine are brought to the altar, they—and the 
vessels that contain them—are placed, with the book 
containing the texts of the priest’s prayers.

All of these preparations should be quite familiar to 
us, for they are similar to the preparations we make 
at home for any solemn feast: unfolding the best 
tablecloth, setting the table for the meal, lighting the 
candles. But this is more than a festive meal; it is also 
a sacrifice, for “the Mass makes present the sacrifice 
of the Cross” (John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia 
#12), and “the Christian altar is by its very nature a 
table of sacrifice and at the same time a table of the 
paschal banquet” (Rite of Dedication of a Church and 
Altar #4). The dual nature of the Lord’s Supper—
sacrifice and holy meal—is clearly visible. Both of 
these images, holy sacrifice and heavenly banquet, 
are used side by side throughout the Liturgy of the 
Eucharist.

Presentation of the Gifts
As the altar is prepared, our gifts are gathered 

together and presented. From Christianity’s very 
beginning, we have expressed our devotion by the 
offering of gifts. In the early church, the offering was 

a privilege of the baptized. Only those who were to 
approach the table for Communion were allowed to 
present gifts; catechumens did not make an offering 
until the day of their baptism. Participation in the 
offering was, and is, a way of sharing in the fruits of 
the Mass itself, and “an expression of the priesthood 
of the faithful” (Cabié, The Eucharist, p. 82).

Some people have questioned the place of the 
collection basket. Didn’t Jesus drive the money-
changers out of the temple, they ask? Couldn’t this 
money business be handled at some other time, 
outside of Mass? But it is precisely during the Mass, 
and at this critical point in the Mass, that the collection 
needs to happen. Money is one of our most powerful 
means of self-expression. What we spend our money 
on reveals our tastes, habits, and hobbies—our 
priorities. “We should not think of the collection of 
money . . . as some sort of banal, dirty but necessary 
affair,” writes Father Jeremy Driscoll. “Money is our 
work. Money is hours of our lives. And now we give 
it away, we sacrifice it, for the work of the Church” 
(Driscoll, What Happens at Mass, p. 61).

After the collection has been taken up, members  
of the assembly—representing all of those present—
bring forward the gifts, not only the monetary 
collection just taken, but more importantly, the bread 
and wine to be consecrated during the Eucharistic 
Prayer. In the bread and wine, we offer to God these 
signs of the work of our hands, and we ask the Father 
to transform them into the very Body and Blood of 
the Son. We ask for this marvelous exchange, and 
by faith we know that God will take the little we can 
offer and transform it into something altogether new 
and wonderful. In a symbolic way, we offer our lives 
along with these gifts, asking God to transform them 
as well.

Giving Thanks
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Preparation of the Gifts:  
Little Mysteries
Once the gifts of bread and wine have been placed 

on the altar, there follows a series of prayers and ritual 
actions that Father Driscoll calls “little mysteries,” 
for while they take only a few moments, they are full 
of meaning. Some of these prayers are said silently 
by the priest; others are said aloud when there is no 
music accompanying the rites. First the priest holds 
up the bread that has just been presented. Silently he 
prays in words that derive from the Jewish tradition, 
the Kiddush prayers for the Sabbath and feast days 
that Jesus himself prayed at the Last Supper: “Baruch 
atah Adonai . . .” “Blessed are you, Lord, God . . .” 
When these prayers are said aloud, the people respond 
“Blessed be God forever,” thanking God ahead of 
time for the great transformation of these gifts that  
the Spirit’s power will effect.

Next a small amount of water is added to the wine that 
has been brought forward. This rite once had a very 
pragmatic function, especially in ancient times, when 
some wine was so thick that it needed to be diluted 
before it could be drunk, with two parts water to one 
part wine! But it is probably safe to say that no part of 
the Mass is purely functional. Everything has meaning. 
The mingling of the water and wine “can symbolize 
many truths of the faith,” as Msgr. Champlin observes 
(Champlin, The Mystery and Meaning of the Mass, 
p. 86). In the West, the mingling of wine and water 
was seen as emblematic of the union of Christ with 
the faithful, the mingling of his sinless Sonship with 
our sinful state. The Eastern Church had a different 
perspective on the same rite: The two natures of  
Christ, divine and human, were represented in the 
wine and water.

A beautiful prayer, prayed silently by the priest, 
accompanies this ritual: “By the mystery of this 
water and wine may we come to share in the divinity 
of Christ, who humbled himself to share in our 
humanity.” If every Sunday is a little Easter, then 
surely every Sunday is also a little Christmas, for  
the Mass is rich in allusions to Jesus as Emmanuel, 
the incarnate Word in our mortal flesh.

Next the priest pours some of the wine to which 
water has been added into the chalice and raises it 

slightly, again praying in words that derive from the 
Jewish tradition, offering to God the fruit of the vine 
as he has just offered the gifts of the earth.

Having presented both the bread and wine, the priest 
bows over the gifts, and prays silently: “Lord God,  
we ask you to receive us and be pleased with the 
sacrifice we offer you with humble and contrite 
hearts” (Sacramentary). These words are from 
the prayer of Azariah in the fiery furnace (Daniel 
3:39–40), when, far from home in an enemy land 
and unable to offer sacrifice, the young men offered 
themselves instead: “As though it were holocausts of 
rams and bullocks, / or thousands of fat lambs, / So let 
our sacrifice be in your presence today, / as we follow 
you unreservedly.” The prayer reminds us of the 
poverty of what we are able to offer to God—coming 
before God with empty hands, as St. Thérèse of 
Lisieux put it—and the power of God to transform it.

Finally, the priest washes his hands, praying silently, 
“Lord, wash away my iniquity; cleanse me from my 
sin.” This is one of the few times in the Mass when 
the priest prays in the first person, for himself. It is 
thought that the washing of hands came about at this 
point in the liturgy for practical reasons—receiving 
the gifts in the early church was sometimes a messy 
business!—but it has a symbolic significance as 
well. In the ordination rite, the hands of the priest 
are anointed with holy chrism while the bishop 
prays, “May Jesus preserve you to sanctify the 
Christian people and to offer sacrifice to God” (Rite 
of Ordination #24). His hands are anointed, set apart, 
for the sacrifice of the Mass. The ordination rite also 
includes a variation on the presentation of the gifts 
at Mass. The new priest receives the gifts and bread 
and wine from the faithful for the first time with the 
injunction to “Know what you are doing and imitate 
the mystery you celebrate; model your life on the 
mystery of the Lord’s cross” (Rite of Ordination #26).

As the priest washes his hands, we are reminded that 
we all need God’s forgiveness; we all need to purify 
our hearts and our lives as we approach the Lord’s 
table. This “little mystery” is part of the insistent 
rhythm of the Mass, a rhythm of wonder, praise,  
and reconciliation. 



Invitation and Response
The table is prepared; the offering is ready. We 

stand as the priest-presider invites us to pray that the 
sacrifice we are about to make might be acceptable to 
God. We take our part, asking that the Lord accept the 
sacrifice we all offer through the hands of the priest, 
that God’s name might be praised and glorified so  
that we and all the Church might receive its grace.

This invitation and response emphasize the sacrificial 
nature of the holy meal in which we are to partake. 
We are reminded that we are not mere onlookers, but 
active participants in the sacrifice. It is a sacrifice we 
all offer, and it is ours in the broadest possible way. 
“The Eucharistic celebration in your community, 
in your parish, is the offering of the sacrifice of the 
entire Church. Your assembly . . . does not create or 
invent its own Mass. Rather, you are invited to move 
beyond yourselves to enter into the action of the 
entire Church which is the action of Christ himself” 
(Lustiger, La Messe, p. 89).

Our response to the priest’s invitation also points 
to the two primary purposes of this holy sacrifice. 
Here we worship God, and God sanctifies those who 
worship. “Eucharist” literally means “thanksgiving,” 
and the great prayer that is about to begin is one 
in which the overwhelming theme is thanksgiving. 
But in praising the holiness of God, we also grow 
in holiness. The liturgy reminds us of this again and 
again: “You have no need of our praise, yet our 
desire to thank you is itself your gift. Our prayer  
of thanksgiving adds nothing to your greatness,  
but makes us grow in holiness” (Preface of  
Weekdays IV).

In the words of St. Cyprian, “When we rise for the 
prayer, beloved, we must watch and apply ourselves 
with all our hearts to prayer. Let all carnal and 
worldly thoughts be cast aside, let the soul think  
of nothing other than praying” (Deiss, p. 69).

Prayer over the Gifts
In the liturgy of the 1570 Missal, this prayer was 

called the “secret” prayer. It was “secret” not because 
its content was mysterious, but because it was 
prayed in silence by the priest, who only recited the 
conclusion aloud: per omnia saecula saeculorum 

(forever and ever). The prayer over the gifts is short, 
simple, and easily missed, but as with many of the 
prayers in our Roman Rite, more is meant than meets 
the ear. As Robert Cabié observes, these prayers are 
“filled with the words used in the Eucharistic Prayer 
for the sacrificial offering,” and often express in short 
summary all we hope this liturgy will accomplish 
in our lives (Cabié, p. 84). They express the belief 
that in offering back to God what God has given us, 
we receive the gift of Christ once again (Twentieth 
Sunday in Ordinary Time), and that our offering both 
gives God true worship and makes us one with God 
(Twenty-third Sunday), entreats that our individual 
worship may help bring salvation to all (Twenty-
fourth Sunday), and asks God that the gifts offered 
will bring us God’s love and forgiveness and allow  
us to serve God freely (Twenty-ninth Sunday).

Preface Dialogue
With the words exchanged between the priest and 

the assembly, in which they once again express their 
desire for the Lord in their midst, the Eucharistic 
Prayer begins, the heart of the Mass. It is one great 
prayer, which concludes with what is sometimes 
called the “Great” Amen. This opening dialogue is 
among the most ancient parts of the Christian liturgy, 
and was prayed at the eucharistic celebration as early 
as the second century.

Twice already in the Mass the presider has greeted 
us with the words “The Lord be with you”—at the 
very beginning of Mass, and again before the Gospel 
reading. “What would be the reason for repeating 
such a greeting now in the middle?” asks Father 
Driscoll. “After all, priest and people have had plenty 
of exchange already up to this point. The greeting 
is repeated precisely because we are going to start 
praying now with much greater intensity, and if we 
are to manage it, we will need divine help” (Driscoll, 
p. 74). The exchange that follows tells us how we are 
to pray: by lifting up our hearts, going to a level our 
prayer has not yet attained. Finally the priest invites 
us to join in the entire prayer of thanksgiving, to give 
thanks to the Lord our God, and we assent that to do 
this is right; it is why we are all here.



Preface Prayer
Following the dialogue comes the preface prayer, 

so called not because it comes before the Eucharistic 
Prayer (of which it is the beginning) but because 
it is said before all the people. In English usage, a 
preface is usually the part of the book we can skip 
if we so choose. But the liturgical preface is much 
more than that. It is “a poem . . . the song of the world 
discovering its salvation” (Philippe Béguerie, quoted 
by Lucien Deiss, The Mass, p. 70). Because it is a 
poem of our liturgy, it is meant to be sung.

The preface is addressed to God the Father (as is the 
entire Eucharistic Prayer). There are many prefaces. 
The Roman Missal includes nearly ninety, to focus 
our prayer for the various feasts and seasons of the 
year. Each of them expresses, in one way or another, 
why we give thanks, by painting the history of 
salvation with strokes that are bold and broad. Why 
do we give thanks? Because God the Father has given 
us Christ, who in his living, dying, and rising has 
brought us new life. It is as simple and as amazing  
as that!

Holy, Holy, Holy
Each preface concludes with an invitation to join in 

song—not just any song, but the Sanctus, the “Holy, 
holy, holy,” the song of the heavenly liturgy (Isaiah 
6:3–4; Revelation 4:8). At this moment in the Mass, 
at the beginning of our great prayer of thanksgiving, 
we join in the liturgy of heaven, where “day and night 
they do not stop exclaiming: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the 
Lord God almighty’ ” (Revelation 4:8). Our song 
lasts only a moment, but for this moment we sing the 
music of the choirs of angels, the song of the great 
company of saints and all the powers of heaven. These 
invitations to song are well worth listening to. They 
invite us to take our place in the communion of saints, 
which unites us to all the faithful, the living and the 
dead. In union with them we sing the unending hymn 
of praise, the triumphant hymn, the song of joy, and 
the new song of creation.

As Father Deiss observes, at this moment the 
liturgy looks to the cosmos. “The text of Isaiah 
reads: ‘The earth is full of his glory.’ The liturgy 
substitutes: ‘Heaven and earth are full of your 

glory.’ The perspective is enlarged; it is immense. 
It is both on earth and in heaven that the angels 
and humanity, along with all of creation, unite in a 
common exultation. . . . To the question: Is the cosmic 
universe, with its millions of stars and its millions of 
light-years, interested in our Eucharist? The liturgy 
answers: Yes, for Christ is the firstborn of creation” 
(Deiss, p. 72).

The Language of the Liturgy 
The liturgy has always been polyglot; that is,  
it has always been prayed in several languages.  
(The “Latin Mass” has never been entirely in  
Latin!) Throughout the liturgy (“embedded like 
precious stones,” writes Cardinal Lustiger [p. 51]) 
are words and phrases from other tongues that have 
survived all the chances and changes of centuries  
to become part of the very language of prayer. Thus 
we pray in Greek Kyrie eleison, “Lord, have mercy.” 
We pray in Hebrew Amen, “So be it”; Alleluia, 
“Praise God”; Hosanna, “Grant salvation.” And in 
Advent, we even pray in Aramaic, the language  
Jesus himself spoke, when we say Maran atha! 
“Come, Lord Jesus, come!”

Following the Sanctus, we kneel for the first time  
at Mass. Kneeling can signify many things— 
it can be a sign of repentance, entreaty, or worship. 
At this moment, we kneel in adoration, acknowledging 
our smallness and poverty in the presence of an 
awesome God. In the description of the heavenly 
liturgy in Revelation, the twenty-four elders respond 
to the “Holy, holy, holy” by throwing themselves 
down before God, casting their crowns at his feet 
and exclaiming, “Worthy are you!” And after we 
sing our Hosannas, we too fall to our knees in 
acknowledgment that God is truly present in our 
midst, on earth as in heaven.

Prayer and Action
It is hard to give just one name to this great prayer. 

The Greeks used the word anaphora, which meant 
“elevation, lifting up,” and also suggested offering. 
St. Gregory the Great called it simply prex, prayer. 
In Rome, the term canon actionis came to be used, 



which literally means “the rule for the action.” 
Eventually actionis was dropped and the prayer was 
called simply the canon. Perhaps it would have made 
more sense to drop canon and keep actionis, for this 
prayer is an action; these words make something 
happen. As with all our sacramental celebrations, 
word, sign, and gesture are inseparable from each 
other. “There is no fully satisfactory name for this 
action that is unparalleled in human experience” 
(Cabié, p. 90).

There are special opening prayers for every Sunday 
of the year and a great variety of preface prayers as 
well. The same is not true, in the Western tradition, 
for this central prayer of the Mass. In fact, for some 
hundreds of years, there was just one Eucharistic 
Prayer, the same at every single Mass, known as 
the Roman Canon. This prayer was considered 
immutable—or so it seemed—and there was 
considerable hubbub when, in 1962, Pope John XXIII 
actually changed the Canon by inserting the name of 
St. Joseph after that of the Blessed Virgin Mary!

This well-established and unchangeable approach 
was very far from the practice of the early church, 
when it was common for the one presiding to 
improvise this prayer. One early guidebook provided 
some simple rules; for example, “The prayer at the 
altar should always be addressed to the Father.” The 
second-century martyr St. Justin describes an early 
Eucharist, noting how each would pray and give 
thanks according to his ability.

The liturgical reforms of the Second Vatican Council 
provided several additional Eucharistic Prayers, 
restoring some of the ancient richness to this part 
of the Mass. The old Roman Canon still holds pride 
of place as the first Eucharistic Prayer. The second 
Eucharistic Prayer is the most ancient, based on the 
earliest existing text, attributed to St. Hippolytus, 
who died around 235. Eucharistic Prayer III is a new 
prayer, composed in response to the Second Vatican 
Council, and “is without doubt the most elaborate 
on the theological level” (Deiss, p. 69). Eucharistic 
Prayer IV is not often heard because of its great 
length and its rather difficult language; it is based on 
the Eastern anaphoras, particularly those of a fourth-

century saint, Basil the Great. In addition to the four 
principal Eucharistic Prayers, there are also three 
adapted to the understanding of children, and two 
more for Masses of Reconciliation.

Different as they are, all of the Eucharistic Prayers 
have a similar shape. This great prayer falls into five 
principal parts: invocation, narrative, remembering, 
intercessions, doxology.

Invocation of the Holy Spirit
After an introduction, which varies in length, each of 

the Eucharistic Prayers begins by invoking the power 
of the Holy Spirit. The priest extends his hands over 
the gifts and prays that the Spirit will descend on the 
bread and wine so they will become the Body and 
Blood of Christ. He then makes the sign of the cross 
over the bread and wine that have been presented by 
the faithful.

The laying on of hands is one of the most 
ancient and powerful signs of blessing. “Many 
of our sacramental rituals, such as confirmation, 
reconciliation, anointing of the sick, and ordination, 
include this laying on of hands. Here, the laying on of 
hands invokes the Spirit, by whose power alone our 
offering can become the body and blood of Christ” 
(Champlin, p. 97). This is a holy moment; in fact, 
in many of the Eastern Churches this moment of the 
invocation of the Holy Spirit is seen as the moment  
of consecration.

Narrative Account of the Institution
After the invocation of the Spirit comes the 

institution narrative, as the priest—praying the words 
of Christ as recounted by the evangelists—tells the 
story of the Last Supper. “In this elaborate act of 
remembering . . . that original event becomes the 
event of the community that hears it. . . . We enter  
into the hour of Christ” (Driscoll, p. 71). Though  
the Eucharistic Prayer is one single prayer, the 
institution narrative is set apart in various ways.  
The rubrics emphasize that these words, even 
more than the others, should be spoken clearly and 
distinctly. The priest bows slightly. The host and  
then the chalice are held high for all to see. Bells  
are rung. An acclamation is sung by all the people. 



The Church teaches that the entire Eucharistic Prayer, 
from preface dialogue to final Amen, is consecratory; 
but at the same time special reverence is given to the 
words of Christ. While it is the priest who speaks the 
prayer, “the entire liturgical assembly is celebrating 
and consecrating” (Cardinal Yves Congar, as quoted 
in Deiss, p. 81).

It is important to notice the shift in tense in the 
institution narrative. The first part is in past tense, 
in familiar storytelling style: “On the night he was 
betrayed, he took bread and gave you thanks and 
praise.” But when we come to the words Jesus spoke 
on that night, we move into present tense: “This is 
my body.” Why? Because we believe that Christ 
truly becomes present in this moment, as present as 
when he himself first broke the bread and gave the 
cup. His present, his “now,” becomes our own. We 
acknowledge this in the memorial acclamation sung 
by all the people, when we proclaim the mystery of 
our faith present among us: the death of the Lord, his 
resurrected life, and our belief in his future coming.

Remembering and Offering
After singing the memorial acclamation, we enter 

a new part of the Eucharistic Prayer, called the 
anamnesis or remembering. Jesus said, “Do this 
in memory of me.”

As we fulfill Christ’s command to act in his 
memory we can offer to God what he has given to 
us: a sacrifice that is not merely holy, but perfect 
(Eucharistic Prayer I); the heavenly feast given to 
us in life-giving bread and in the saving cup (II). 
In making this offering we offer ourselves, as the 
Body of Christ in the Spirit, as well, asking the 
Father to accept us along with Christ, and to make 
us an everlasting gift (III). At the beginning of the 
Eucharistic Prayer, the priest invoked the Holy Spirit 
over the gifts; now we pray in a second invocation 
that Holy Spirit will come upon all of us, that we 
will be filled with the Spirit through our sharing (II) 
and that we will, in the unity of the Spirit, be brought 
together by our communion in Christ’s Body and 
Blood (II).

Intercessions
Next the Eucharistic Prayer moves into a series of 

intercessions for various needs, more formal than the 
prayers of the faithful that concluded the Liturgy of 
the Word. “While still in this sacred, powerful, and 
special moment, the priest in the people’s name calls 
upon those in heaven, the saints, to speak on our 
behalf” (Champlin, p. 101). We pray for the Church 
throughout the world, asking God to bless it with faith 
and love, with unity and peace. We pray for our pope 
and our local bishop, mentioning them by name; we 
pray for all the clergy and the faithful. We pray for the 
dead who have gone before us. And finally, we pray to 
God for ourselves. We ask for God’s forgiveness and 
mercy, and we implore that God will make us worthy 
to share eternal life.

Earlier in the Liturgy of the Eucharist, we sang the 
song of the heavenly liturgy, and at the conclusion of 
our prayer we invoke the communion of saints again, 
asking the prayers of all the saints in heaven. The first 
Eucharistic Prayer includes not one but two wonderful 
litanies of names, a long, breathless reminder of how 
much heavenly help we have—John the Baptist, 
Stephen, Matthias, Barnabas, Ignatius, Alexander, 
Marcellinus, Peter, Felicity, Perpetua, Agatha, Lucy, 
Agnes, Cecilia, Anastasia, and all the saints. The 
end of the Eucharistic Prayer takes us back where 
we began, to the liturgy of heaven, a place where 
we will enjoy forever the vision of God’s glory, or, 
as the second prayer for reconciliation says, “In that 
new world, where the fullness of your peace will be 
revealed, gather people of every race, language, and 
way of life to share in the one eternal banquet with 
Jesus Christ the Lord.”

Doxology and Amen
The Eucharistic Prayers always conclude with a 

doxology sung by the priest. Here, as at other points 
in the Mass—the Gloria, for example—the words of 
praise defy the rules of grammar, and language seems 
to struggle to express what the heart nevertheless 
understands: that we pray through Christ, with Christ, 
in Christ. We pray as one in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit. Our prayer gives all glory and honor to God, 
our almighty Father, forever and ever. As the priest 



chants this prayer to the triune God, he holds up the 
consecrated bread and wine, the Body and Blood 
of Christ. This time, the elements are not held up 
for us to see and adore; rather, they are held up in a 
“gesture of offering” to God the Father (Deiss, p. 88). 
“We would not be wrong to think of the Father as 
being overwhelmed by what He sees coming toward 
Him. He sees His Son coming and the whole world 
reconciled to Him in the body of His Son”  
(Driscoll, p. 107).

To this doxology—to the entire Eucharistic Prayer—
the assembly sings “Amen!” It is no wonder that this 

is often called the “Great” Amen, because “This is the 
biggest Amen of the Mass and so is the biggest Amen 
in the world. . . . This Amen contains all the others. 
. . . In the Mass, from our own place and time, we 
are spliced into this eternal Amen, and we shall sing 
forever what we are singing now. Amen!”  
(Driscoll, pp. 107–108).

Joining in the final Amen is one of the most 
important ways in which the faithful participate in 
the Eucharistic Prayer. We should make it count!  
We should make it resound!
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