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COMMUNION AND PARTICIPATION AT MASS 

 

The celebration of Mass is an act of the whole assembly gathered for worship. In the Mass, the Church 

is joined to the action of Christ. We are joined to this divine action through Baptism, which incorporates 

us into the risen Christ. This action, which lies at “the centre of the whole of Christian life” (General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal [GIRM], no. 16), is initiated not by us but by God acting in and through 

the Church as the Body of the risen Christ. The Liturgy is designed to bring about in all those who make 

up the worshiping assembly a “participation of the faithful, namely in body and in mind, a participation 

fervent with faith, hope, and charity” (GIRM, no. 18). To the extent that we are able to participate in 

this way, the work of redemption becomes personally effective for each of us. By such participation we 

make the actions and prayers of the Liturgy our own; we enter more fully into our personal communion 

with Christ’s redeeming act and perfect worship. “In the celebration of Mass the faithful form a holy 

people, a people of God’s own possession and a royal Priesthood, so that they may give thanks to God 

and offer the unblemished sacrificial Victim not only by means of the hands of the Priest but also 

together with him and so that they may learn to offer their very selves. They should, moreover, take 

care to show this by their deep religious sense and their charity toward brothers and sisters who 

participate with them in the same celebration. . . . Moreover, they are to form one body, whether in 

hearing the word of God, or in taking part in the prayers and in the singing, or above all by the common 

offering of the Sacrifice and by participating together at the Lord’s table” (GIRM, nos. 95, 96).      The 

participation of each person in the Liturgy is important. Each person needs to do his or her part. 

Those who come together for Liturgy do not have the luxury of acting as spectators, waiting for all to be 

done for them. “Full, conscious, and active participation” in the Liturgy (as commended by the Second 

Vatican Council) is not only their right but also their duty and their responsibility. That responsibility 

includes full engagement throughout the liturgical celebration. The baptized faithful who form the 

congregation are called to join in praise and thanksgiving in song and spoken word, to listen attentively 

to God’s Word, and to exercise their baptismal priesthood in prayer for the Church, the world, and all in 

need during the Prayer of the Faithful. In the Liturgy of the Eucharist the baptized faithful join their 

prayer to that of the priest celebrant, offering Christ the Victim, “not only by means of the hands of the 

Priest but also together with him,” and offer themselves as well (GIRM, no. 95). Their participation 

culminates in the reception of the Body and Blood of the Lord, the sacrament that unites them more 

fully with Christ their Head and with one another. We need to be aware, therefore, that “participation” 

does not refer primarily to external activity or function during the celebration of Mass; rather, it refers 

to a deeply spiritual, interior participation of mind and heart, filled with devotion and penetrating the 

very depths of the mysteries we celebrate. In their sincere efforts to participate, those present minister 

to the priest celebrant, to others who serve in liturgical roles, and to one another. Their attention and 

active engagement in the celebration can draw from the priest celebrant and the other ministers the 

best they have to offer. Their enthusiastic song and verbal responses made with conviction can 

encourage others to sing and respond; their very presence at the celebration of Mass when so many 

other enticing options might have been chosen instead supports and reinforces others who have made 

the same choice. The Liturgy, then, is about the action of God’s own people, each with different offices 

and roles. When we play our roles in the Liturgy with our bodies, minds, and hearts fully engaged, we 

make to God a perfect sacrifice of praise. Published by the United States Conference of Bishops 



2 | P a g e  

 

SINGING THE MASS RATHER THAN SINGING AT MASS 

In the past, many of us became used to Mass with four hymns, at the beginning, middle and 

end. One of the effects of this was that singing was seen by some as optional, as something 

tacked on to the main thing which was the Mass itself. 

The church in fact encourages us to “sing the Mass” rather than “sing at Mass.” What this 

means is that there are certain parts of the Mass which should be sung by all as a sign of the 

“full, conscious and active participation.”  These parts of the Mass are the antiphons, the 

acclamations and some responses. 

The most important acclamations are the Gospel Acclamation and the Acclamations of the 

Eucharistic Prayer. Why these? Because they allow us to acclaim the presence of Christ in his 

Gospel and on the altar, at the two most solemn moments of the Mass. 

The Acclamations of the Eucharistic Prayer are the Memorial Acclamation after the 

consecration and the Great Amen at the end of the Eucharistic Prayer. These proclaim our faith 

in what is taking place (“Amen” means “I believe”). 

The Entrance and Communion Antiphons allow us to recollect ourselves in the presence of God 

and show ourselves ready and willing to take part in what is about to happen. They also very 

often summarise the core message of the scripture readings of the day. 

The two Responses we sing are the Kyrie eleison and the Psalm Response. In the Kyrie we 

recognize our need for God’s mercy both as individuals and as a community. The Psalm 

Response affirms by our own lips our openness to hearing God’s Word proclaimed in the 

Scriptures. 

It’s wonderful to see so many of you sing these parts of the Mass with conviction and gusto. 

They are all simple, short melodies and I encourage everyone to join in to achieve the full 

participation which the Mass requires. 

Hymn singing serves a secondary function: to gather people at the beginning of Mass, to thank 

God at Holy Communion and to send us on our way with joy at the end. There is no need to 

have four hymns at every Mass. It can be a surprise to hear that to sing hymns at Mass is a quite 

recent development and that you could have a perfectly good sung Mass with no hymns. For instance, 

it’s possible to have some instrumental music at the presentation of the gifts and at the end of 

Mass. We hope to introduce a greater variety here. However, it’s important that everyone 

holds a hymn book when hymns are being sung since they are prayers in their own right and we 

have to show by example that we are consciously participating in what is happening. Singing 

with others is so much easier than singing by oneself—the congregation keeps everyone in tune 

even those who think they can’t sing! And singing together can be a powerful and deep 

experience. Finally, when we sing together we are ministering to each other and recognizing 

that Mass is not a private devotion but the celebration by the community of faith led by the 

Holy Spirit of the Father’s mighty works in Christ. 



3 | P a g e  

 

 


