Gestures and Actions – The Priest
The main actions in the liturgy
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This Object teaches students the gestures, postures and actions of the Priest
during the celebration of the Eucharist. The explanation of each imparts to
them the significance and reason for the movement.
The multimedia element graphically depicts the ten movements of the Priest
dealt with in this Object. Clicking on the image enlarges it and reveals the
associated text; a brief explanation of the movement.

Teacher Background

Teachers are encouraged to review the ‘Crafting the Art of Liturgy’ section of
the DVD Rom Become One Body One Spirit in Christ to deepen their
understanding of the art, beauty and celebration as well as the roles of the
ordained ministry and of the liturgical assembly.
In particular, the following aspects of Become One Body One Spirit in Christ
provide entry points and context for this Learning Object:
• Within the pathway ‘Liturgical Prayer’ watch the video ‘The Priest’s
Craft’. The content of the video is developed further in the excerpts
taken from the essay Presidential Prayers and Practice: Towards An Ars
Celebrandi by Canon Alan Griffiths. The excerpts can be accessed by
clicking on the ‘Read More’ arrow, or else you can download the essay
by clicking on the ‘View Essay’ button.
• Within the pathway ‘Liturgical Ministries’ watch the video ‘The Priest’.
The content of the video is developed further in the excerpts taken
from the essay Liturgical Roles and Liturgical Ministry by Msgr. Paul
McPartlan. The excerpts can be accessed by clicking on the ‘Read
More’ arrow, or else you can download the essay by clicking on the
‘View Essay’ button.
Where appropriate, use this material with the students.

Supporting Content

This text supports the focus of the multimedia element.
Processing

© National Catholic Education Commission 2011

Gestures and Actions – The Priest
The main actions in the liturgy

Supporting Content

One of the main actions that we see during the liturgy is processing, or
moving towards or away from the sanctuary. The opening procession shows
us who we are, the baptised People of God, as the Priest and other ministers
pass through the assembly. As the Gospel Acclamation is sung the Book of
the Gospels is brought in procession to the lectern or ambo. Jesus is present
in the scriptures. We listen to God’s Word. When the Mass is ended the altar
servers and Priest process out of the church as the people stand and sing the
final hymn.
Bowing
To bow is a sign of reverence for persons and things. In Mass the Priest will
bow when he comes to the altar at the beginning of Mass (unless the
Tabernacle is in the sanctuary, in which case he will make a genuflection in
honour of the Presence of Christ.) At other times during Mass the Priest will
bow – during the Nicene Creed when mention is made of the incarnation
(when the Holy Spirit came upon the Blessed Virgin Mary and she conceived
Jesus); and during the Preparation of the Gifts when he says a quiet prayer.
Incensing
At some Masses the Priest will use incense which is burnt in a special brazier
called a thurible. At the beginning of the Mass he will swing the thurible
around the altar as a sign of reverence for the Table of Sacrifice. The Deacon
will incense the Gospel Book as a sign of reverence for the Gospel to be
proclaimed. At the Preparation of the Offerings, the Priest will incense the
bread and wine and altar before the Eucharistic Prayer. The Deacon or thurifer
(the minister who carries the thurible) will incense the Priest, other ministers
and the assembly as a sign of reverence and acknowledging the dignity of the
baptised and those called to Holy Orders in the Church.
Greeting
The Priest will make the Sign of the Cross at the beginning of Mass (along
with everyone else) and then extends his hands in greeting the assembly.
Sprinkling with Holy Water
Sometimes at Mass (and especially during Easter Time) the Priest might
sprinkle the assembly with Holy Water as a reminder of baptism as part of the
Introductory Rites. This water is sometimes blessed at the Mass or during
Easter the water is that which was blest at the Easter Vigil.
Gestures when Praying
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When the Priest is leading the people in prayer he will often hold out his
hands in a way that indicates he is praying this prayer for everyone present.
This gesture has a special name – it is called the orans position.

Supporting Content

Preparing the Gifts
The key part of the Mass is the offering of the Eucharist. The gifts of bread and
wine are brought forward by members of the assembly. These gifts represent
the life and labour of this assembly that has gathered. As the Priest prepares
the gifts of bread and wine to be offered, we see many actions that remind us
how important this time is. A lovely moment we see during the preparation
for Consecration is when the Priest mixes water into the wine that has been
brought to the altar. He says: 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. The mixing of the water and wine reminds us that we are all joined
in Christ and he is one with us, both human and divine.
The Consecration
As the Priest continues the Eucharistic Prayer he raises the bread, and says:
Take this, all of you, and eat of it, for this is my Body, which will be given up for
you. An altar server rings the sanctuary bells as the Host is raised. The Priest
then continues the prayers and raises the chalice and says: Take this, all of you,
and drink from it, for this is the chalice of my Blood, the Blood of the new and
eternal covenant which will be poured out for you and for many for the
forgiveness of sins. Do this in memory of me. The sanctuary bells are again rung.
The actions of the Priest help us to understand that the bread and wine have
changed, or been consecrated, to become the Body and Blood of Jesus.
Receiving Communion
The Priest then concludes the Eucharistic Prayer and after he has received
Holy Communion he may be joined on the sanctuary by the extraordinary
ministers of Holy Communion. They are given vessels containing the
consecrated Hosts or sometimes a chalice containing the Precious Blood. The
assembly forms a procession and they come to the altar to receive Holy
Communion. As the people come forward to receive the Host they make a
gesture of reverence i.e. they bow. The minister of Communion holds up the
Host and says The Body of Christ and the person replies Amen. The Host is then
placed in the palm of the hand of the person receiving Communion, or
alternatively the person can receive Holy Communion on the tongue. They
step to the side and carefully put the host into their mouth. The same actions
are done with the Precious Blood when the minister says The Blood of Christ.
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Blessing
The Priest at the end of Mass will bless the people in the name of the Holy
Trinity. He does this by making the Sign of the Cross over the assembly, and
the people themselves then make the Sign of the Cross.

Supporting Content

For Reflection and
Discussion: Ideas for Use

Teacher Professional
Development Resources

Select one or more of the following activities for students to complete.
1
Invite the students to do some background research on the
gestures, actions and postures of the Priest during the Eucharist:
their history and meaning.
Invite your Parish Priest or School Chaplain to give a talk to the class
about the gestures, actions and postures he enacts at Mass and
discover the background and significance of each in further detail.
2
Direct the students to formulate questions for their interviews.
Class discussion on the sort of questions that should be asked in
an interview may be helpful.
After the talk, ask the Priest questions on his role in the community.
What is the mission of a Priest? How do the different elements of his
mission relate to the celebration of the Mass?
3
Explain why it is important that actions are done well in liturgies.
What other situations can you think of where actions help to
bring out the importance of an event?

Orans Posture – Praying with hands extended
Australian Catholic Bishops Conference, General Instruction of the Roman
Missal, 2007, Nos. 32, 34, 38, 44, 45
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