
Praying with Body, Mind, and Voice

In the celebration of Mass we raise our hearts and 
minds to God. We are creatures of body as well as 
spirit, so our prayer is not con!ned to our minds 

and hearts. It is expressed by our bodies as well. 
When our bodies are engaged in our prayer, we pray 
with our whole person. Using our entire being in 
prayer helps us to pray with greater attentiveness. 

During Mass we assume different postures—
standing, kneeling, sitting—and we are also invited 
to make a variety of gestures. These postures and 
gestures are not merely ceremonial. They have pro-
found meaning and, when done with understand-
ing, can enhance our participation in the Mass.

STANDING
Standing is a sign of respect and honor, so we stand as 
the celebrant who represents Christ enters and leaves 
the assembly. From the earliest days of the Church, 
this posture has been understood as the stance of those 
who have risen with Christ and seek the things that are 
above. When we stand for prayer, we assume our full 
stature before God, not in pride but in humble grati-
tude for the marvelous things God has done in creat-
ing and redeeming each one of us. By Baptism we have 
been given a share in the life of God, and the posture of 
standing is an acknowledgment of this wonderful gift. 
We stand for the proclamation of the Gospel, which 
recounts the words and deeds of the Lord. !e bishops 
of the United States have chosen standing as the posture 
to be observed for the reception of Communion.

KNEELING
In the early Church, kneeling signi"ed penance. So thor-
oughly was kneeling identi"ed with penance that the 
early Christians were forbidden to kneel on Sundays and 
during the Easter season, when the prevailing spirit of the 
Liturgy was one of joy and thanksgiving. In the Middle 
Ages kneeling came to signify homage, and more recently 
this posture has come to signify adoration, especially 
before the presence of Christ in the Eucharist. It is for this 
reason that the bishops of this country have chosen the 
posture of kneeling for the entire Eucharistic Prayer.

SITTING
Sitting is the posture of listening and meditation, so the 
congregation sits for the pre-Gospel readings and the 
homily and may also sit for the period of meditation fol-
lowing Communion. All should strive to assume a seated 
posture during the Mass that is attentive rather than 
merely at rest.

PROCESSIONS
Every procession in the Liturgy is a sign of the pilgrim 
Church, the body of those who believe in Christ, on 
their way to the Heavenly Jerusalem. !e Mass begins 
with the procession of the priest and ministers to the 
altar. !e Book of the Gospels is carried in procession 
to the ambo. !e gifts of bread and wine are brought 
forward to the altar. Members of the assembly come for-
ward in procession—eagerly, attentively, and devoutly—
to receive Holy Communion. We who believe in Christ 
are moving in time toward that moment when we will 
leave this world and enter into the joy of the Lord in the 
eternal Kingdom he has prepared for us.

MAKING THE SIGN OF THE CROSS
We begin and end Mass by marking ourselves with the 
Sign of the Cross. Because it was by his death on the 
Cross that Christ redeemed humankind, we trace the 
Sign of the Cross on our foreheads, lips, and hearts at 
the beginning of the Gospel, praying that the Word of 
God may be always in our minds, on our lips, and in our 
hearts. !e cross reminds us in a physical way of the Pas-
chal Mystery we celebrate: the death and Resurrection of 
our Savior Jesus Christ.

BOWING
Bowing signi"es reverence, respect, and gratitude. In 
the Creed we bow at the words that commemorate the 
Incarnation. We also bow as a sign of reverence before 
we receive Communion. !e priest and other ministers 
bow to the altar, a symbol of Christ, when entering or 
leaving the sanctuary. As a sign of respect and reverence 
even in our speech, we bow our heads at the name of 
Jesus, at the mention of the !ree Persons of the Trinity, 



at the name of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and at the name 
of the saint whose particular feast or memorial is being 
observed (see GIRM, no. 275).

GENUFLECTING
As a sign of adoration, we genu#ect by bringing our right 
knee to the #oor. Many people also make the Sign of the 
Cross as they bend their knee. Traditionally, Catholics 
genu#ect on entering and leaving church if the Blessed 
Sacrament is present in the sanctuary of the Church. !e 
priest and deacon genu#ect to the tabernacle on entering 
and leaving the sanctuary. !e priest also genu#ects in 
adoration after he shows the Body and Blood of Christ to 
the people after the consecration and again before inviting 
the people to Holy Communion.

ORANS
!e priest frequently uses this ancient prayer posture, 
extending his hands to his sides, slightly elevated. Orans 
means “praying.” Early Christian art frequently depicts 
the saints and others standing in this posture, o$ering 
their prayers and surrendering themselves, with hands 
uplifted to the Lord, in a gesture that echoes Christ’s 
outstretched arms as he o$ered himself on the Cross.

PROSTRATING
In this rarely used posture, an individual lies full-length 
on the #oor, face to the ground. A posture of deep humil-
ity, it signi"es our willingness to share in Christ’s death 
so as to share in his Resurrection (see Rom 6). It is used 
at the beginning of the Celebration of the Lord’s Passion 
on Good Friday and also during the Litany of the Saints 
in the Rite of Ordination, when those to be ordained dea-
cons, priests, and bishops prostrate themselves in humble 
prayer and submission to Christ.

SINGING
“By its very nature song has both an individual and a 
communal dimension. !us, it is no wonder that sing-
ing together in church expresses so well the sacramental 
presence of God to his people” (United States Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops, Sing to the Lord, no. 2). As 
we raise our voices as one in the prayers, dialogues, and 
chants of the Mass, most especially in the Eucharistic 

Prayer, as well as the other hymns and songs, we each 
lend our individual voices to the great hymn of praise 
and thanksgiving to the Triune God.

PRAYING IN UNISON
In the Mass, the worshiping assembly prays in one voice, 
speaking or singing together the words of the prayers. By 
saying the same words at the same time, we act as what 
we truly are—one Body united in Christ through the 
Sacrament of Baptism.

BEING SILENT
“Silence in the Liturgy allows the community to re#ect 
on what it has heard and experienced, and to open its 
heart to the mystery celebrated” (Sing to the Lord, no. 
118). We gather in silence, taking time to separate our-
selves from the concerns of the world and enter into the 
sacred action. We re#ect on the readings in silence. We 
may take time for silent re#ection and prayer after Holy 
Communion. !ese times of silence are not merely times 
when nothing happens; rather, they are opportunities 
for us to enter more deeply in what God is doing in the 
Mass, and, like Mary, to keep “all these things, re#ect-
ing on them” in our hearts (Lk 2:19).

CONCLUSION
!e Church sees in these common postures and ges-
tures both a symbol of the unity of those who have 
come together to worship and also a means of fostering 
that unity. We are not free to change these postures to 
suit our own individual piety, for the Church makes it 
clear that our unity of posture and gesture is an expres-
sion of our participation in the one Body formed by the 
baptized with Christ, our head. When we stand, kneel, 
sit, bow, and sign ourselves in common action, we give 
unambiguous witness that we are indeed the Body of 
Christ, united in body, mind, and voice.
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The Mass: Structure and Meaning 

(Source: USCCB) 
 

Introductory Rites 

 
The Mass begins with the entrance song. The celebrant and other ministers enter in procession 
and reverence the altar with a bow and/or a kiss. The altar is a symbol of Christ at the heart of the 
assembly and so deserves this special reverence. 
 
All make the Sign of the Cross and the celebrant extends a greeting to the gathered people in 
words taken from Scripture. 
 
The Act of Penitence follows the greeting. At the very beginning of the Mass, the faithful recall 
their sins and place their trust in God's abiding mercy. The Act of Penitence includes the Kyrie 
Eleison, a Greek phrase meaning, "Lord, have mercy." This litany recalls God's merciful actions 
throughout history. On Sundays, especially in the Season of Easter, in place of the customary Act 
of Penitence, from time to time the blessing and sprinkling of water to recall Baptism may take 
place. 
 
On Sundays and solemnities, the Gloria follows the Act of Penitence. The Gloria begins by 
echoing the song of the angels at the birth of Christ: "Glory to God in the highest!" In this 
ancient hymn, the gathered assembly joins the heavenly choirs in offering praise and adoration to 
the Father and Jesus through the Holy Spirit. 
 
The Introductory Rites conclude with the Opening Prayer, also called the Collect. The celebrant 
invites the gathered assembly to pray and, after a brief silence, proclaims the prayer of the day. 
The Opening Prayer gives a context for the celebration. 
 

Liturgy of the Word 

 
Most of the Liturgy of the Word is made up of readings from Scripture. On Sundays and 
solemnities, there are three Scripture readings. During most of the year, the first reading is from 
the Old Testament and the second reading is from one of the New Testament letters. During the 
Easter season, the first reading is taken from the Acts of the Apostles which tells the story of the 
Church in its earliest days. The last reading is always taken from one of the four Gospels. 
 
In the Liturgy of the Word, the Church feeds the people of God from the table of his Word 
(cf. Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, no. 51). The Scriptures are the word of God, written 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. In the Scriptures, God speaks to us, leading us along the 
path to salvation. 
 
The Responsorial Psalm is sung between the readings. The psalm helps us to meditate on the 
word of God. 
 



The high point of the Liturgy of the Word is the reading of the Gospel. Because the Gospels tell 
of the life, ministry, and preaching of Christ, it receives several special signs of honor and 
reverence. The gathered assembly stands to hear the Gospel and it is introduced by an 
acclamation of praise. During most of the year, that acclamation is "Alleluia!" derived from a 
Hebrew phrase meaning "Praise the Lord!" A deacon (or, if no deacon is present, a priest) reads 
the Gospel. 
 
After the Scripture readings, the celebrant preaches the homily. In the homily, the preacher 
focuses on the Scripture texts or some other texts from the liturgy, drawing from them lessons 
that may help us to live better lives, more faithful to Christ's call to grow in holiness. 
 
In many Masses, the Nicene Creed follows the homily. The Nicene Creed is a statement of faith 
dating from the fourth century. In certain instances, the Nicene Creed may be replaced by the 
Apostles' Creed (the ancient baptismal creed of the Church in Rome) or by a renewal of 
baptismal promises, based on the Apostles' Creed. 
 
The Liturgy of the Word concludes with the Prayer of the Faithful or the General Intercessions. 
The gathered assembly intercedes with God on behalf of the Church, the world, and themselves, 
entrusting their needs to the faithful and loving God. 
 

Liturgy of the Eucharist 

 
The Liturgy of the Eucharist begins with the preparation of the gifts and the altar. As the 
ministers prepare the altar, representatives of the people bring forward the bread and wine that 
will become the Body and Blood of Christ. The celebrant blesses and praises God for these gifts 
and places them on the altar. In addition to the bread and wine, monetary gifts for the support of 
the Church and the care of the poor may be brought forward. 
 
After the gifts and altar are prepared, the Eucharistic Prayer begins. This prayer of thanksgiving 
is the heart of the Liturgy of the Eucharist. In this prayer, the celebrant acts in the person of 
Christ as head of his body, the Church. He gathers not only the bread and the wine, but the 
substance of our lives and joins them to Christ's perfect sacrifice, offering them to the Father. 
 
After a brief introductory dialogue, the celebrant begins the Preface. The Preface tells of the 
wonderful actions of God, both throughout history and in our lives, giving thanks to God for all 
these things. The Preface concludes with the Sanctus in which the whole assembly joins the song 
of the angels giving praise to the Father in heaven (cf. Is 6:3). 
 
The next major part of the Eucharistic Prayer is the epiclesis. In the epiclesis, the priest asks the 
Father to send the Holy Spirit on the gifts of bread and wine so that, through the power of the 
Spirit, they may become the Body and Blood of Christ. This same Spirit will transform those 
attending the liturgy that they may grow in their unity with each other, with the whole Church, 
and with Christ. 
 
The prayer continues with the institution narrative and consecration. This part of the prayer 



recalls the action of Jesus Christ on the night before his death. He gathered with his closest 
disciples to share a final meal. In the course of this meal, he took the simple bread and wine, 
blessed them, and gave them to his friends as his Body and Blood. In our Eucharistic celebration, 
through the words of the priest and the action of the Holy Spirit, simple bread and wine once 
again become the Body and Blood of Christ. 
 
The Eucharistic Prayer continues with the anamnesis, literally, the "not forgetting." The people 
proclaim the memorial acclamation, recalling the saving death and resurrection of the Lord. The 
prayer continues as the celebrant recalls the saving actions of God in Christ. 
 
The next part of the prayer is the offering. In this part of the prayer, the priest joins the offering 
of this Mass to the perfect sacrifice that Jesus made on the cross. The priest offers this sacrifice 
back to God the Father in thanksgiving for God's abundant gifts, particularly the gift of salvation 
in Christ. The priest also prays that the Holy Spirit may come upon the faithful and by 
receiving  the body and blood of Christ, they themselves may become a living offering to God. 
 
The intercessions follow. Confident in God's loving care, the gathered assembly makes this 
sacrifice on behalf of the living and the dead, for the leaders of the Church and for all the 
faithful. 
 
The Eucharistic Prayer concludes with the Final Doxology. The celebrant makes the prayer 
through, in, and with Jesus, in union with the Holy Spirit, and presents it to God the Father. The 
people respond with the Great Amen  a joyous affirmation of their faith and participation in this 
great sacrifice of praise. 
 
The Communion Rite follows the Eucharistic Prayer, leading the faithful to the Eucharistic table. 
 
The rite begins with the Lord's Prayer. Jesus taught this prayer to his disciples when they asked 
how to pray (cf. Mt 6:9-13, Lk 11:2-4). In this prayer, the people join their voices to pray for the 
coming of God's kingdom and to ask God to provide for our needs, forgive our sins, and bring us 
to the joy of heaven. 
 
The Rite of Peace follows. The celebrant prays that the peace of Christ will fill our hearts, our 
families, our Church, our communities, and our world. As a sign of hope, the people extend to 
those around them a sign of peace, typically by shaking hands. 
 
In the Fraction Rite, the celebrant breaks the consecrated bread as the people sing the Agnus 
Dei or "Lamb of God." John the Baptist proclaimed Jesus as "the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world" (Jn 1:29). The action of breaking the bread recalls the actions of Jesus at the 
Last Supper, when he broke the bread before giving it to his disciples. One of the earliest names 
for the Eucharistic celebration is the breaking of the bread. 
 
Before receiving Communion, the celebrant and assembly acknowledge that we are unworthy to 
receive so great a gift. The celebrant receives Communion first and then the people come 
forward. 
 



Those who receive Communion should be prepared to receive so great a gift. They should fast 
(except for medicines) for one hour before receiving the Eucharist and should not be conscious 
of having committed serious sin. 
 
Because sharing at the Eucharistic Table is a sign of unity in the Body of Christ, only Catholics 
may receive Communion. To invite all present to receive Communion implies a unity which 
does not exist. 
 
Those who do not receive Communion still participate in this rite by praying for unity with 
Christ and with each other. 
 
The people approach the altar and, bowing with reverence, receive Communion. People may 
receive the Body of Christ either on the tongue or in the hand. The priest or other minister offers 
the Eucharist to each person saying, "The Body of Christ. The person receiving responds by 
saying, "Amen," a Hebrew word meaning, "So be it" ( Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2856). 
 
As the people receive Communion, the communion song is sung. The unity of voices echoes the 
unity the Eucharist brings. All may spend some time in silent prayer of thanksgiving as well. 
 
The Communion Rite ends with the Prayer after Communion which asks that the benefits of the 
Eucharist will remain active in our daily lives. 
 

Concluding Rites 

 
When it is necessary, announcements may be made. The celebrant then blesses the people 
assembled. Sometimes, the blessing is very simple. On special days, the blessing may be more 
extensive. In every case, the blessing always concludes "in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit." It is in the triune God and in the sign of the cross that we find our 
blessing. 
 
After the blessing, the deacon dismisses the people. In fact, the dismissal gives the liturgy its 
name. The word "Mass" comes from the Latin word, " Missa." At one time, the people were 
dismissed with the words " Ite, missa est," meaning "Go, you are sent. The word " Missa" comes 
from the word " missio," the root of the English word "mission." The liturgy does not simply 
come to an end. Those assembled are sent forth to bring the fruits of the Eucharist to the world. 

 


