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Today we’ll look at the postures, gestures and rites 
that occur during the Mass. None of these will change 
when we start the New Roman Missal on the First 
Sunday of Advent in November.

What happens when the President of the United 
States walks into a room? … People stand up! 
Standing is a sign of what? … Respect!
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It’s the same with Mass. When it’s announced that 
Mass is about to begin, 
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the people stand as a sign of respect.  It’s a sign of 
respect for Christ, who will become present in this 
Assembly, 
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in his Word, represented by the Proclaimers of the 
Word in the Entrance Procession,
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and in his ordained ministers, the Deacon and the 
Priest, who represent Christ in his Word and in the 
Eucharist.

Standing is our default posture. Probably because 
there were no pews in churches until around the 11th 
century (the exception being churches adjoining 
monasteries and convents -- because monks and 
nuns spent many hours in church, there were seats for 
them). But it’s still about respect. We stand for the 
Gospel because it’s the words of Christ, we stand to 
profess our faith in the Creed, we stand for 
Communion. Interestingly, the United States is the 
only country in the world that kneels for the Eucharistic 
Prayer -- the rest stand up for it as a sign of respect.

So what’s the priest do when he arrives at the altar?
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He bows! And bowing is a sign of what? Honoring 
someone, it’s a sign of respect and humility. The priest 
(and the Deacon, if he’s not carrying the Book of Gospels, 
like in this photo) bows to the altar because the altar 
represents Christ. The altar is where Christ becomes 
really present to us. The altar is the Table of the Lord and 
the altar of sacrifice, where we remember Jesus’s 
suffering, death and resurrection. That’s why other people 
bow to the altar: it represents Christ. People bow when 
they come into church, they bow when they present the 
gifts of the collection, bread and wine. We also bow 
during the Creed when we remember Christ leaving 
heaven to become a human being and be present among 
us.

What’s the next thing the priest and deacon do? … They 
go up and go around to the other side of the altar and 
they … 
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They kiss the altar. What’s a kiss about? What’s it 
mean when we kiss someone? We love them. 
Because the altar represents Christ, the cornerstone 
of our lives, the rock and foundation of our lives, the 
priest and deacon are saying: we love you, Lord 
Jesus, for being present to us, for dying for us, and 
for giving us eternal life.
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Whenever the priest leads a prayer for the Assembly, 
he prays with his hands in what’s called the orans 
position. This is the original posture for prayer, from 
the time of the Old Testament time: arms lifted up, 
hands upraised, raising the arms heavenwards to 
God who dwells in heaven. The folded hands posture 
for prayer is a latecomer: it came from Germany in 
the late Middle Ages. The priest only adopts that 
stance a couple times in the Mass, when he says a 
private prayer. 

An interesting Rite happens when the Gospel is 
announced, and we all join in it. The Deacon 
proclaims “A reading from the holy gospel according 
to Matthew,” and then what happens?
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The Deacon and all the rest of us make the Sign of 
the Cross on our foreheads …
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And then on our lips …
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And then over our heart.

The signings started with just the forehead in the 9th 
century and then went on to include the lips and then 
the heart by the 11th century. There used to be a 
prayer that went along with this, along the lines of 
“May the Lord be + on my mind, + on my lips and + in 
my heart.” In other words, may God permeate us, so 
+ our thoughts + and words + and the actions that 
come from our heart, may all be good. We ask for the 
Word of God in the Gospel to bless us.

These signings are also a public witness that we are 
not ashamed of the Gospel. We’re saying that for the 
Word of Christ, we’re willing to stand up with a mind 
that is open, we are ready to confess it with our 
mouth, and above all we are determined to safeguard 
it faithfully in our hearts.
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There are some other Rites that happen in the Mass. 
At the Preparation of Gifts the Deacon adds water to 
the wine, but we talked about that a few weeks ago. It 
represents how closely we are united to Christ: just 
as the water unites with the wine, so has Christ 
bonded himself with people. This union is so strong 
that nothing can sever it, just as the water can no 
longer be separated from the wine. 

Then the priest offers the bread and wine to God for 
sacrifice. And then he does something that might 
seem odd. What’s that?
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He washes his hands. Growing up,  many of us heard 
that this is from the early church when people brought 
in stuff like food or livestock as gifts for the church 
and the priest needed to wash his hands after 
handling all that stuff. There’s some truth to that. But 
by the year 300, all of the non-cash gifts were 
acknowledged early in the Mass; just the bread and 
wine and the collection were brought up during the 
Presentation of Gifts. So the priests hands aren’t dirty 
at this point. The reason the priest still washed his 
hands is because it was the custom to wash hands 
anytime before you prayed. And the Eucharistic 
Prayer is the next step in the Mass, the prayer that 
makes Christ really present. So the priest approaches 
God in the great Eucharistic Prayer with clean hands.
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The Fraction Rite occurs during the singing of the 
Lamb of God, when the priest breaks the large host 
into smaller pieces for distribution at communion time. 
It’s a reminder of the death of Christ, who was broken 
for us.

Now everybody, listen up! If you hear just one thing 
today, let it be this. A couple months ago Bobbi Jo 
Stupnik told me that someone said to her that they 
never drink from the chalice because it looks like 
someone spits in there, there’s always a piece of host 
in the chalice. And 3 weeks ago, someone said just 
about the same thing to me; this person thought that 
part of someone’s undigested communion slipped out 
of their mouths back into the chalice, so she never 
takes the chalice. Pay attention now! The piece of 
host floating in the chalice is not someone’s accident.
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It’s intentionally there! During the Fraction Rite we just 
talked about, the priest takes a part of the big host 
and drops it in the chalice, like this photo shows.

This practice started in Rome, when the Pope would 
break up part of the host at his Mass and send it to 
the other churches around Rome, and the priests 
celebrating Mass at those churches, would drop that 
piece into their chalice, to represent their faith 
community’s unity with the Pope, even though the 
Pope couldn’t personally be there to celebrate Mass. 
It expressed the unity among all the faith 
communities, despite their different languages, and 
cultures, and habits. It reminds us that the Eucharist 
is the sacrament of unity, that holds the Church 
together. 
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It also represents Christ’s resurrection. The Fraction 
Rite that just happened, breaking the bread, 
represents Christ’s death and this commingling rite 
that follows represents the reunion of his body and 
blood at his Resurrection, Christ’s return to life. Only 
after Christ rose from the dead did he bring peace to 
heaven and earth. It is this Resurrected Christ who 
then went on to wish his apostles Peace that night in 
the Upper Room! And the Sign of Peace is the next 
stage of the Mass. We’ll look at the Sign of Peace in 
another presentation.


