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Why do we fold our hands during
prayer?

It is an ancient tradition with deep symbolism.

Many can remember being taught by religious sisters how to pray
with folded hands, though sometimes the instruction was lost in kid
translation. One individual recounts (whether true or not) the
reason the sisters taught him for folded hands.

Pray with hands folded up so that your prayers
will go to heaven.

If your hands are pointed down your prayers
will go down to hell.

And if your hands are sideways, your prayers
will bounce all over the room.

Truthfully, the real reason we fold our hands in prayer has much
deeper symbolism. In fact, the tradition has its roots in the customs
of ancient cultures.

In the Jewish tradition there is evidence in the Talmud that some
prayed with hands folded as early as the post-Exilic period and even
continued after Christianity was established. Some historians
believe that Christians adapted this custom from their Jewish
heritage.
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Another common belief is that the hands-folded posture was
derived from a Roman practice symbolizing submission.

Religious historians trace the gesture back to
the act of shackling a prisoner’s hands with vine
or rope: joined hands came to symbolize
submission. In ancient Rome, a captured soldier
could avoid immediate death by joining the
hands together. Just as waving a white flag
today, the message was clear, ‘I surrender.’

Centuries later, subjects demonstrated their
loyalty and paid homage to their rulers by
joining their hands. In time, clasping the hands
together communicated both an
acknowledgement of another’s authority and
one’s own submission to that authority.

This type of joining hands to profess loyalty is still evident in the
liturgy of ordination. A bishop will clasp the hands of the priest he is
ordaining and say, “Do you promise respect and obedience to me
and my successors?”

Another aspect of the folding of hands includes crossing the
thumbs, which many have been instructed to do in the form of a
cross.

All of this results in a gesture that represents loyalty to God,
pointing our prayers to heaven and being reminded of the cross of
Christ.

While Christians are not bound to pray with hands folded, it is a
beautiful option, one with ancient roots and profound symbolism.
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Why do we sometimes use the
Greek words "Kyrie eleison"

during Mass?

These particular words express a plea for the full richness of God’s
mercy within our vulnerability.

Within the Roman Rite Latin is the official language of the Mass,
which is then normally translated into the vernacular. However, one
phrase within the liturgy stands out from the rest because the words
are not Latin, but Greek.

During the penitential rite at the beginning of Mass the priest or
deacon will sometimes say, or the cantor sing, “Kyrie
eleison” (“Lord, have mercy”): Greek words that were never
converted into Latin. Why is that?

First of all, according to the Catholic Encyclopedia, “It is certain
that the liturgy at Rome was at one time said in Greek (to the end of
the second century apparently).” In this regard the Greek words
remind us of our Greek origins. Besides the Mass, the New
Testament was originally written in Greek and the apostles
frequently evangelized Greek-speaking Jews and Gentiles. In fact,
the Divine Liturgy of the Eastern Churches, which maintain the
ancient forms, incorporate the phrase “Kyrie eleison, or its
equivalent in Slavonic or other languages, in many places
throughout the Mass. It is a common response to litanies, as we
hear when we pray the Litany of the Saints at the Easter Vigil.
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Some scholars, however, believe the words “Kyrie eleison” were
not a remnant of the Greek, but were added centuries later into the
Roman Rite. This means the inclusion of the Greek words in the
Latin Mass was deliberate and significant.

It is believed that the primary reason why the phrase “Kyrie
eleison” wasn’t translated into Latin is that the words would have
lost their original meaning. The book Orthodox Worship describes
the true meaning of the phrase.

“The word mercy in English is the translation of
the Greek word eleos. This word has the same
ultimate root as the old Greek word for oil, or
more precisely, olive oil; a substance which was
used extensively as a soothing agent for bruises
and minor wounds. The oil was poured onto the
wound and gently massaged in, thus soothing,
comforting and making whole the injured part.
The Hebrew word which is also translated as
eleos and mercy is hesed, and means steadfast
love. The Greek words for ‘Lord, have mercy,’
are ‘Kyrie, eleison’ that is to say, ‘Lord, soothe
me, comfort me, take away my pain, show me
your steadfast love.’ Thus mercy does not refer
so much to justice or acquittal a very Western
interpretation but to the infinite loving-kindness
of God, and his compassion for his suffering
children! It is in this sense that we pray ‘Lord,
have mercy,’ with great frequency throughout
the Divine Liturgy.”

In light of this explanation the phrase comes alive and highlights the
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beauty and depth of God’s mercy. It shows a loving God who wants
to bind our wounds like the Divine Physician he is. Instead of
standing in front of a tribunal at the beginning of Mass asking for
mercy from a powerful judge, we are face-to-face with a
compassionate God, who is ready to pick us up when we fall down.

So while it may seem strange to speak Greek words at Mass, the
Church chose those words centuries ago specifically for their deep
and powerful meaning.
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In close-up: The sacred vessels and
linens used at Mass

The names and functions of the objects the priest uses in
celebrating the Eucharist

Centuries ago, the congregation did not see much of what was
going on at Mass. Today, however, in the Western Church, the
priest’s actions at the altar are in full view.

Most of us, if we weren’t altar servers or sacristans, got our one
and only introduction to the sacred vessels and linens used at Mass
when we were being prepared for our First Communion. In case
that lesson has receded into the dimness of memory, here’s a
refresher course on the objects used in front of your eyes at Mass.

There is a special order in the way these vessels and linens are
assembled before Mass. The illustration below helps identify the
various objects.

The chalice (from the Latin word calyx, or cup) is the cup into
which wine and a little water are mixed. At the consecration of the
Mass, the wine (that in the chalice as well as wine in a flagon to be
poured into smaller chalices if the congregation will receive under
both Species) becomes the Precious Blood of Jesus, in which Christ
is truly present — Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity. The chalice is
usually beautifully designed, and must be at least lined with
precious metal as a sign of respect. In religious art, the chalice is
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sometimes shown at the foot of the cross, capturing the blood and
water that flowed from the wound in Jesus’ side.

Over the chalice is laid the purificator, a fine white linen cloth
that is used to wipe the lips and fingers of the priest and to cleanse
the chalice after Communion. The sacristan — the person who cares
for the sacred vessels and linens — cleans the purificator separately
from other linens after Mass, because it holds traces of the Precious
Blood.

The paten (from the Latin word for pan or plate) is a saucer-like
circular dish of or lined with precious metal. At Mass, the priest
places the large primary host on the paten, where at the
consecration it (and other smaller hosts to be received by the
congregation, held in a container called the ciborium) becomes the
Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity of Jesus Christ. Where
congregants receive Communion on the tongue, a server may hold a
plate (also called a paten) under the communicant’s chin, so that no
consecrated host or particle falls to the ground. In preparing the
vessels for Mass, the paten with the large unconsecrated host is set
atop the chalice, with the purificator underneath it.

Before the offertory of the Mass, the chalice is covered with a
square of linen stiffened with cardboard. This covering, called the
pall (from the Latin word for “cover”) keeps foreign objects — like
dust or insects — from falling into the chalice or onto the paten and
contaminating them.

The prepared chalice, purificator, paten, and pall are then covered
completely by a veil — a piece of fabric that reflects the liturgical
color of the priest’s vestments and is sometimes embellished with
an appliqued or embroidered cross. The veil hides the sacred vessels
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from view. Fr. Jerry Pokorsky explains how the veil “reminds us of
the curtain setting apart the Holy of Holies, and prompts us to
approach the altar aware of our unworthiness to enter into union
with God.” Additionally, “The removal of the chalice veil is one of
the first liturgical actions at the Offertory in preparation for the
reception of the gifts of bread and wine from the congregation. The
removal of the veil following the Liturgy of the Word signifies that
the sacred mysteries are about to be revealed. Again, this action is a
symbolic echo of the Scripture: ‘And Jesus cried again with a loud
voice and yielded up his spirit. And behold, the curtain of the
temple was torn in two.'”

On top of the veiled vessels is placed the burse (from the Latin
for bag or container), a square sack also made in the liturgical color
of the season, and may also be embellished with a cross.

The burse is a container for the corporal, a square piece of fine
white linen that will be placed on the altar underneath the chalice
and paten. The corporal takes its name from the Latin word for
body, because the Body of Christ will rest upon it.

The next time you are at Mass, watch during the Preparation of
the Gifts as these sacred vessels and linens are unveiled and readied
for the Eucharistic Prayer.
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The evangelizing power of the pipe
organ

The instrument was used for centuries to preach a Gospel of
beauty.

The pipe organ has been a staple of Roman Catholic liturgy for
centuries. While fewer and fewer people are able to play this ancient
instrument, its strong association with Christian worship is
undeniable.

The organ has its roots all the way back in the 3rd century BC,
invented by a Greek engineer named Ctesibius of Alexandria. At
first it was primarily used for secular events, but by the 10th century
the instrument was introduced into churches. During the Middle
Ages it spread throughout Europe and was recognized as the “the
most complex of all mechanical instruments developed before the
Industrial Revolution.”

Pope Benedict XVI recalled its spiritual power when speaking to a
visiting choral group. He said, remembering a particular time when
he blessed an organ, “I have an indelible memory of how — in the
harmony of that wonderful organ, of the choir conducted by
Kohlhaufel, and the luminous beauty of the church — we
experienced the joy that comes from God. Not just the ‘spark of the
gods’ of which Schiller speaks, but truly the flame of the Holy Spirit
that brought us to feel in our innermost being what we also know
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from the Gospel of St. John: That he himself is joy. And this joy was
communicated to us.”

He added that the organ “continues to play and to help people
perceive something of the splendor of our faith — a splendor
kindled by the Holy Spirit himself. With it, the organ carries out an
evangelizing function, proclaims the Gospel in its own way.”

The blessing of a pipe organ, as found in the Roman Ritual,
recalls this spiritual power.

God, who by Moses, your servant, ordered the
sound of trumpets to accompany the sacrifices
offered to your name, and willed that the
children of Israel sing praise to your name with
trumpets and timbrels; we beg you to bless +
this organ which we dedicate to your service.
And grant that your faithful who are gladdened
with holy songs here on earth may attain
everlasting gladness in heaven; through Christ
our Lord. All: Amen.

Furthermore, the pipe organ was used by missionaries to preach the
Gospel. According to the Institute of Historic Organs, when Spanish
missionaries arrived in Mexico, “Included in the cargo were tabletop
organs, which would prove to be a powerful tool in the mission to
convert the native population to Christianity. Since words are more
easily memorized when sung than when spoken, the organ could
provide a resonant outline for prayers and hymns. The importance
of music for the conversion process was so well recognized by the
King, Charles V, that those friars competing for appointments to be
sent abroad were given priority if they had musical skills.”
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The use of the pipe organ has decreased over the past few
decades, but recently many younger people have taken up the
challenge to learn the complex instrument and are doing what they
can to preserve its role in sacred worship for generations to come.
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What are Mass intentions?

And why do we have to pay for them?

One part of Catholic culture that is sometimes hard to understand
and very often misunderstood is the custom of offering Mass
intentions.

When a priest celebrates Mass each day, he offers each
celebration of the Eucharist for a particular person, or intention. By
doing so he applies special graces from God upon that person or
intention.

Similar to how we are able to intercede for others by our personal
prayers, the Church is able to intercede for us through the
celebration of the Mass. However, since the Eucharist is the “source
and summit of the Christian life” the Mass possess a power that our
personal prayers do not.

The practice of offering Mass for particular intentions is an
ancient one, dating back to the early Church.

Fr. William Saunders explains, “Inscriptions discovered on tombs
in Roman catacombs of the second century [give] evidence [for] this
practice: for example, the epitaph on the tomb of Abercius (d. 180),
Bishop of Hieropolis in Phrygia, begs for prayers for the repose of
his soul. Tertullian (c. 200) attested to observing the anniversary of
a spouse with prayers and sacrifices, i.e. the Mass.”
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This tradition is also seen in St. Augustine’s Confessions (c. 397),
where Monica asks Augustine, “One thing only I ask you, that you
remember me at the altar of the Lord.”

Canon Law confirms this practice and states, “In accord with the
approved practice of the Church, any priest celebrating or
concelebrating is permitted to receive an offering to apply the Mass
for a specific intention” (Can. 945 §1).

Furthermore, it continues by saying, “The Christian faithful who
give an offering to apply the Mass for their intention contribute to
the good of the Church and by that offering share its concern to
support its ministers and works” (945 §2).

What this refers to is a longstanding practice in the Church of
offering a specified amount of money to the Church for a particular
intention offered by the priest. Upon hearing this practice many
people might be tempted to think it is “simony,” the selling of sacred
things for money. However, the Baltimore Catechism explains, “It is
not simony, or the buying of a sacred thing, to offer the priest
money for saying Mass for our intention, because the priest does not
take the money for the Mass itself, but for the purpose of supplying
the things necessary for Mass and for his own support.”

While it is true that this custom has been abused in the past, the
Church lays out specific rules regarding the money paid for Mass
intentions. Each council of bishops determines the amount
acceptable for the region, but the priest will offer a Mass for an
intention even if someone doesn’t have the money for it. In many
places the cost of a Mass intention is $10.

The important part is to remember that you are not paying for
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the graces from God (which are of infinite value and can not be paid
for), but for the material things that are involved with celebrating
that particular Mass. With that in mind it makes much more sense
and is not something that should cause scandal.

Pope Paul VI said, “The Mass is the most perfect form of prayer!”
It has immense power and countless miracles and conversions have
occurred throughout the centuries by offering Masses for a specific
intention or person. Mass intentions are a great treasure of the
Church and have a spiritual weight that is incalculable.
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Why do Catholics call their main
church services "Mass"?

It is a strange word in English, and doesn’t adequately describe
what takes place.

Catholics can have a weird vocabulary sometimes. When a
Catholic needs to look up times for church services on Sunday they
will look up “Mass Times.” Parishes also list Daily Masses, and
Masses for Holy Days of Obligation. Even Catholic weddings and
funerals most often take place as part of a Mass. For the cradle
Catholic, this will be a no-brainer, but for the outsider, the word
“Mass” can seem like strange jargon.

What does Mass mean and why do Catholics use the word?

The English word “Mass” comes from the Latin word missa,
which means to be “sent.” This Latin word has been used since the
6th or 7th century to describe the Catholic celebration of the
Eucharist, our main liturgical service. The word is used during the
conclusion of the celebration, when the priest or deacon says in
Latin, Ite, missa est.

The literal translation of that phrase is, “Go, it has been sent.”
Saint Thomas Aquinas wrote a commentary on these words and
explained in his Summa Theologiae, “And from this the Mass
derives its name … the deacon on festival days ‘dismisses’ the people
at the end of the Mass, by saying: ‘Ite, missa est,’ that is, the victim
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[Jesus] has been sent to God through the angel, so that it may be
accepted by God.”

Pope Benedict XVI also expanded on these words in his encyclical
Sacramentum Caritatis, but focused on a different spiritual
meaning behind the phrase. He wrote, “In antiquity, missa simply
meant ‘dismissal.’ However in Christian usage it gradually took on a
deeper meaning. The word ‘dismissal’ has come to imply a ‘mission.’
These few words succinctly express the missionary nature of the
Church. The People of God might be helped to understand more
clearly this essential dimension of the Church’s life, taking the
dismissal as a starting- point.”

Instead of seeing the words of the priest or deacon as a conclusion
to the celebration, Pope Benedict saw them as a beginning. He made
that abundantly clear when he developed new words for the
dismissal at Mass. Pope Benedict approved the phrases, “Ite ad
Evangelium Domini annuntiandum (Go and announce the Gospel
of the Lord)” and “Ite in pace, glorificando vita vestra Dominum
(Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life).” Both of these
dismissals focus on the missionary character of the Mass and how
those in the pew are meant to go out in the world, sustained by the
Eucharist they just received.

Viewed in this framework, the “Mass” is not just a single
celebration on a Sunday or weekday or feast day, but a starting-
point for a lifelong journey of Christian witness. The priest, in the
place of Christ, sends forth his parishioners into the world so that
they may be beacons of light, set on a hill for all to see.
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The sign of peace: The ancient
roots of the greeting we make at

Mass

The liturgical gesture is an ancient one, dating back to the early
Church.

Before the reception of Holy Communion the priest or deacon will
say to the people, “Let us one another a sign of peace.”

It is then customary in the United States to say to one another
“Peace” or “Peace be with you,” and to shake the hand of those
standing in close proximity. What’s interesting is that this liturgical
gesture has ancient roots and has been part of the Mass since the
very beginning.

The spiritual symbolism of the act is found in the Gospel of
Matthew, where Jesus said, “If you are offering your gift at the altar,
and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to
your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matthew 5:23-24).

The current General Instruction of the Roman Missal confirms
this symbolism and explains, “There follows the Rite of Peace, by
which the Church entreats peace and unity for herself and for the
whole human family, and the faithful express to each other their
ecclesial communion and mutual charity before communicating in
the Sacrament” (GIRM 82).
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The early Christian community took to heart the instructions of
Jesus and incorporated the action into their celebrations of the
Eucharist.

The Apostolic Constitutions, a document written in the 4th
century, instructs that after the Prayer of the Faithful, “let the
bishop salute the church, and say, The peace of God be with you all.
And let the people answer, And with your spirit; and let the deacon
say to all, Salute one another with the holy kiss.”

What we call the “sign of peace” the early Church called the “kiss
of peace.” It was a custom in Mediterranean culture at the time (and
still is today) to greet family and friends with a kiss.

This gesture is found throughout the liturgical history of the
Church and from the time of St. Gregory the Great was seen as a
pre-requisite for the reception of Communion.

The kiss of peace was typically given only to those standing next
to each other and it was later developed that the kiss of peace
descended from the sanctuary and was passed on to the people,
symbolizing that peace comes from Christ. This was even further
cemented when the priest would first kiss the altar and then pass on
that kiss to his attendants.

In other rites of the Church the kiss of peace took on different
forms. Joseph Jungmann explains in The Mass of the Roman Rite
how, “Among the East Syrians it is customary for each one to clasp
the hands of his neighbor and kiss them. Among the Maronites the
faithful clasp the neighbor’s fingers with their own, then kiss the
latter. Even more reserved are the Copts, who merely bow to their
neighbor and then touch his hand.”
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By the 17th century the kiss of peace was restricted in the Roman
Rite to only those present in the sanctuary and was not passed on to
the faithful in their pews. It was sometimes customary for the clergy
to use a “pax (peace) board,” a wooden paddle that each minister
would kiss and pass to the next.

Then after the Second Vatican Council the Church took a new
look at the ancient custom and decided to restore the original action
of the faithful, entrusting each conference of bishops with task of
determining the cultural sign most appropriate.

The sign of peace is a highly symbolic act that is meant to point
towards the disposition of heart required for receiving the Holy
Eucharist. It reminds the faithful that in order to be in full
communion with Christ, one must first “love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,
and with all your strength,” and not forget to “love your neighbor as
yourself” (Mark 12:30-31).
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When do we bow our heads at
Mass?

The faithful are asked to make this simple gesture several times
during the liturgy.

Among the lesser known gestures at Mass is the action of bowing
the head. It is a simple movement used in many different cultures as
a sign of respect and has its own place within the Catholic liturgy.

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) explains,
“A bow signifies reverence and honor shown to the persons
themselves or to the signs that represent them. There are two kinds
of bows: a bow of the head and a bow of the body [also known as a
profound bow].”

The GIRM then lays out several moments during the Mass when
those present should bow.

1) During the Creed – “The Creed is sung or recited by the
priest together with the people (cf. no. 68) with everyone standing.
At the words et incarnatus est (by the power of the Holy Spirit . . .
and became man) all make a profound bow; but on the solemnities
of the Annunciation and of the Nativity of the Lord, all genuflect”
(GIRM 137).

2) After the consecration (if you are not kneeling) – “In
the dioceses of the United States of America, [the faithful] should
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kneel beginning after the singing or recitation of the Sanctus until
after the Amen of the Eucharistic Prayer, except when prevented on
occasion by reasons of health, lack of space, the large number of
people present, or some other good reason. Those who do not kneel
ought to make a profound bow when the priest genuflects after the
consecration” (GIRM 43).

3) Before receiving the Holy Eucharist at Communion –
“When receiving Holy Communion, the communicant bows his or
her head before the Sacrament as a gesture of reverence and
receives the Body of the Lord from the minister” (GIRM 160).

4) During a solemn blessing at the end of Mass – “If a
prayer over the people or a solemn formula for the blessing is used,
the deacon says, Inclinate vos ad benedictionem (Bow your heads
and pray for God’s blessing)” (GIRM 185).

5) When hearing the name of God or specific saints – “A
bow of the head is made when the three Divine Persons are named
together and at the names of Jesus, of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and
of the Saint in whose honor Mass is being celebrated” (GIRM 275).
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Why is Sunday Mass celebrated on
Saturday Evening?

The ability to fulfill the Sunday obligation on Saturday has
surprising biblical roots.

For most of Church history Christians were required to attend
Mass within the 24 hours of Sunday to fulfill their obligation to the
Lord. This was in accord with the commandment, “Keep holy the
Sabbath.”

Then after the Second Vatican Council a decision was made to
permit Masses celebrated in the evening before to “count” towards
the Sunday obligation. It was codified into Canon Law which now
reads, “A person who assists at a Mass celebrated anywhere in a
Catholic rite either on the feast day itself or in the evening of the
preceding day satisfies the obligation of participating in the Mass”
(Can. 1248 §1).

The motivations behind this change were primarily pastoral and
were influenced by changes throughout the world. For example,
various governments and cultural shifts no longer protected Sunday
as a day free from work and so the Church in her wisdom came up
with a solution that was in accord with tradition.

First of all, the Church did not invent celebrating a feast day on
the prior evening. According to Father Edward McNamara, “the
concept of a day in the ancient world … divided our 24 hours into
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four nocturnal vigils and four daylight hours, the day commencing
at first vigil.” This meant that the “day” didn’t start at midnight, but
at sundown (remember, ancient people didn’t have clocks).

This was further confirmed by the Jewish practice of observing
the Sabbath on Saturday. According to Jewish law, “Shabbat is a day
of rest and celebration that begins on Friday at sunset and ends on
the following evening after nightfall.” One of their justifications for
this practice comes from an event that occurred during the exile in
the desert.

To provide for the physical needs of his people God sent quail and
manna to them. Moses says in Exodus, “At evening you shall know
that it was the Lord who brought you out of the land of Egypt, and
in the morning you shall see the glory of the Lord … When the Lord
gives you in the evening flesh to eat and in the morning bread to the
full, because the Lord has heard your murmurings which you
murmur against him” (Exodus 16:6-8). In this case, God provided
food both in the evening before and the next morning.

In Christian symbolism this points to the Eucharistic manna and
flesh that God provides for his Church during Mass.

So while it may seem odd to celebrate Sunday on Saturday, this is
not something new and has surprising biblical roots.
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This is why the priest kisses the
altar at Mass

The liturgical custom is one of the oldest, dating back to the 4th
century.

Before celebrating every Mass the priest (and deacon) approach
the altar and kiss it. To some this practice seems rather odd, as
altars are material objects of stone or wood and don’t seem to
warrant any particular reverence.

What is the significance behind this ancient custom?

Kissing holy and sacred objects has been part of various world
religions for thousands of years. The practice comes from cultures
where the kiss was viewed as a sign of respect or used as a greeting
and was naturally applied to objects that represented the divine.

Outside of pagan worship there also grew a tradition in some
cultures of kissing the dinner table at special occasions.

As Christians developed the liturgy they adapted customs from
their own culture and gave them new significance. Kissing the altar
was one of them and was quickly attached to the actions of the
priest at Mass.

The altar receives its importance in connection with the Holy
Sacrifice of the Mass that is celebrated upon it. It has been set apart
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for this purpose and the bishop consecrates it when it is installed in
a new church. The ceremony of consecration mimics in some ways
the baptism of a new Christian as the bishop uses holy oils to bless
the altar and vests it with a white garment after the prayers have
been completed.

Kissing the altar can then be viewed as honoring the special role it
has in the liturgy and the consecration it was given by the bishop.

Symbolically the altar is often said to represent Jesus Christ, the
“cornerstone” of the Church (cf. Ephesians 2:20). During the history
of the liturgy the priest would sometimes kiss the altar before
blessing the people, symbolizing how the blessing came from God,
not the priest.

Additionally, over time relics of saints were inserted into the altar
and when the priest kissed the altar, he would be kissing the relics
as well.

So while it is true that altars are material objects, they have been
set apart for a specific purpose and kissing the altar recognizes its
privileged role and relation to the divine sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
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This is why church pews were
invented

And why Catholic churches don’t always have them.

In the United States we see pews as a necessary and basic part of
every Catholic church. However, pews are a rather recent invention
and surprisingly didn’t even originate in Catholicism.

For most of Church history, worshipers stood during the
celebration of Mass. There did exist a few scattered benches for the
elderly to sit on, but in general the nave of the church was entirely
void of places to sit.

This made practical sense, especially when kneeling became a
common posture of the laity. Additionally, in medieval churches the
pulpit was typically placed in the middle of the church, apart from
the sanctuary. This meant the laity had to physically walk over to
the pulpit to listen to the priest’s very brief homily.

There was so much movement during Mass that no one, including
the priest, ever had a chance to sit down.

Pews were essentially non-existent until the Protestant
Reformation. In most Protestant churches the emphasis during
worship services was not the many liturgical movements, but the
sermon given by a preacher. The interpretation of the Bible by the
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local pastor was a chief focus of Protestant liturgies and led to long
discourses at the pulpit.

Pews were gradually introduced over time and were especially
popular in English churches. On account of the expensive nature of
pews, individuals and families would purchase pews and guard
them with their lives. In some cases they even constructed “pew
boxes” to protect them, locking them up so that nobody else could
use them. Unfortunately there even arose various legal battles over
pews as individuals regarded their seats as personal property.

Later on when churches could afford the installation of pews, they
still relied on parishioners for additional income and began to
“rent” pews. This practice was brought over to the United States
from England and was adopted by the Catholic Church. Pew rentals
were very common in Catholic churches and even authorized by the
Third Council of Baltimore as a type of fundraiser.

Catholics, primarily in England and the United States, introduced
pews in their churches after Protestants started using them.
Homilies became longer in Catholic churches than before and
sitting was more common during various parts of the Mass.

At the same time pews have not been readily adopted by
Byzantine or Orthodox Christians. To this day most Eastern
churches do not have pews and vigorously defend their choice. One
Orthodox publication explains the spiritual reasons why they refuse
to have pews in their churches.

Pews teach the lay people to stay in their place,
which is to passively watch what’s going on up
front, where the clergy perform the Liturgy on
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their behalf. Pews preach and teach that
religion and spirituality is the job of the priest,
to whom we pay a salary to be religious for us,
since it is just too much trouble and just too
difficult for the rest of us to be spiritual in the
real world of modern North America. Pews
serve the same purpose as seats in theaters and
bleachers in the ball park; we perch on them … 
to watch the professionals perform: the clergy
and the professionally-trained altar servers,
while the professionally-trained choir sings for
our entertainment.

Pews are a recent invention in the history of the Church and are a
tradition adopted from the Protestant Reformation to relieve
worshipers of the need to stand during a homily. In many cases it is
an invention welcomed by parishioners, especially for longer
homilies. Yet, it is an invention not accepted by all Christians and
the use of pews continues to be debated in certain churches.

32



Wait, is that the tabernacle?

Sometimes churches have a second gold box in the sanctuary that
might be a mystery to those in the pews.

While typically most Catholic churches (especially churches built
in the past 30 years) have a single tabernacle, you will frequently
find in older churches a second gold box located near the tabernacle
in the sanctuary.

What is it? Is it some sort of second tabernacle?

The second gold box is not another tabernacle, but it does hold
three very sacred items. The box is called an ambry, from the
Latin armarium; a type of small closet or cupboard. It holds three
holy oils that are used for various sacraments. These oils are blessed
once a year by the bishop at what is called the Chrism Mass during
Holy Week, and then distributed to all the parishes in his diocese.

The first oil blessed is the Oil of Catechumens, which is used to
anoint those to be baptized into the Catholic faith.

The second oil is the Sacred Chrism, commonly used immediately
after Baptism, but also at Confirmation and Holy Orders.

The last oil blessed by the bishop is the Oil of the Infirm and is
used by priests for the Anointing of the Sick. The containers that
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hold the oils are often marked with the abbreviations O.C., S.C., and
O.I.

Since these oils are rare and consecrated for a specific purpose,
the parish priest needed to keep them in a safe place. Over time
the ambry was developed and became a locked cupboard that kept
them secure, while respecting their sacred purpose.

Typically the ambry is marked with the Latin words, olea sancta,
“holy oils,” to denote what it contains. In modern churches the
traditional ambry has been replaced by custom cabinets with glass
panes so that the faithful can see the oils.
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What is a tabernacle?

The gold box in a Catholic church is sacred, set apart for a very
special purpose.

One of the primary and most distinctive fixtures of any Catholic
church is a box or cabinet, typically made of gold placed in the front
and center of a church. The exact shape varies, but you will most
often find a red vigil lamp lighted next to it.

As Catholics we call the box a tabernacle and it contains the “holy
of holies,” Jesus present in the Eucharist.

The word tabernacle means “dwelling place” and refers to the
“tent of meeting” that the Israelites built to facilitate their worship
of God in the desert (Exodus 26). God commanded Moses’ brother
Aaron, the chief priest, to offer  sacrifice within the Tabernacle, and
specified that three things be kept inside:

1. The Ark of the Covenant
2. The golden lampstand (Menorah)
3. The golden table of the Bread of the Presence

Additionally, within the Ark of the Covenant, Moses was to put
some of the manna that God gave to the Israelites. The manna is
often described in the Old Testament as the “bread of angels,” and
was a heavenly bread that the people of Israel ate in the desert
(Psalm 78:25).
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Both the manna and the Bread of the Presence (a sacrificial
offering of bread that was eaten by the priests, along with wine)
have distinct parallels to the Eucharist that Catholics consume, and
are seen as prefigurements of it.

When celebrating the Mass, the early Christians knew that they
could not simply dispose of the left-over Eucharistic bread and at
first, because they were being persecuted and did not have
churches, they distributed all the remaining hosts to be carried to
the sick and home-bound.

When the persecution ended Christians started to build churches
and, at the same time, tabernacles to house the reserved Blessed
Sacrament. The first tabernacles were often shaped like a golden
dove within a tower suspended over the altar.

According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, by the Middle Ages there
were four chief methods of preserving the Eucharistic bread.

in a cabinet in the sacristy, a custom that is
connected with early Christian usage;

in a cupboard in the wall of the choir
[sanctuary] or in a projection from one of the
walls which was constructed like a tower, was
called Sacrament-House, and sometimes
reached up to the vaulting;

in a dove or pyx [a round container made of
precious metal], surrounded by a cover or
receptacle and generally surmounted by a small
baldachino, which hung over the altar by a
chain or cord;

lastly, upon the altar table, either in the pyx
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alone or in a receptacle similar to a tabernacle,
or in a small cupboard arranged in the reredos
or predella of the altar.

It wasn’t until the 17th century that more specific guidelines were
laid down and tabernacles began to resemble those that we see in
our churches today.

The Catechism further explains the history of the tabernacle and
how “the tabernacle was first intended for the reservation of the
Eucharist in a worthy place so that it could be brought to the sick
and those absent outside of Mass. As faith in the real presence of
Christ in his Eucharist deepened, the Church became conscious of
the meaning of silent adoration of the Lord present under the
Eucharistic species. It is for this reason that the tabernacle should
be located in an especially worthy place in the church and should be
constructed in such a way that it emphasizes and manifests the
truth of the real presence of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament.”
(1379).

As mentioned above, the use of a tabernacle in Catholic churches
rests solely on the doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the
Eucharist, the knowledge that Jesus himself is truly present under
the appearances of bread (and wine). In other words, the tabernacle
is not used in a symbolic way, to symbolize God’s presence among
us, but in a real way (like the Tabernacle of the Old Testament) to
house and protect the real presence of God in the Eucharist.

This is also why Catholics genuflect when passing the tabernacle.
We do so in honor of the real presence of Christ present in the
Eucharisticic bread reserved and protected in the tabernacle. The
vigil lamp burns as a sign of Christ present. On Holy Thursday
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night, after the Mass of the Lord’s Supper, the Blessed Sacrament is
removed from the main tabernacle to an altar of repose elsewhere in
the church, for a time of adoration. For the period from Holy
Thursday night through the beginning of the Easter Vigil on Holy
Saturday night, a time when we recall Jesus’ death and burial, the
tabernacle is empty, with the door left open and the vigil lamp
extinguished.

Without the Eucharist, the tabernacle is simply an empty gold
box.
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Holy smoke! Why the Church uses
incense at Mass

Its spiritual purpose is rich in meaning, and incense has been used
in divine worship for thousands of years.

The Catechism reminds us that prayer involves much more than
our soul, “Whether prayer is expressed in words or gestures, it is the
whole man who prays” (CCC 2562).

For this reason the Church’s public forms of worship contain
numerous elements that are visible and engage our bodily senses.
The Catechism teaches us that,  “In human life, signs and symbols
occupy an important place. As a being at once body and spirit, man
expresses and perceives spiritual realities through physical signs
and symbols. As a social being, man needs signs and symbols to
communicate with others, through language, gestures, and actions.
The same holds true for his relationship with God” (CCC 1146).

To help engage all of our senses during the celebration of Mass,
lifting up our bodies and souls to God, the Church for centuries has
used incense as an important exterior sign.

Incense was a vital part of worship for many ancient religions,
including the Jewish worship of God. In the Tabernacle, as well as
the Temple, God commanded that an “altar of incense” be built. God
directed that Aaron, the High Priest, “shall burn it, a perpetual
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incense before the Lord throughout your generations” (Exodus
30:8).

Connected to this tradition is the best known phrase mentioning
incense in the Old Testament, “Let my prayer be counted as incense
before thee, and the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice”
(Psalm 141:2).

Christians quickly adopted the use of incense, and it appears
prominently in the book of Revelation in the heavenly liturgy, where
St. John describes, “the smoke of the incense rose with the prayers
of the saints from the hand of the angel before God” (Revelation
8:4).

In light of the above scripture passages the primary meaning
behind the use of incense is to symbolize our prayers rising up to
God. When we see the incense we are reminded that the priest is
there to gather up our petitions and plead on our behalf before our
loving and merciful God.

Incense also calls to mind the heavenly reality of the Mass. It
connects our celebration to the heavenly liturgy depicted in the
book of Revelation and reminds us that the Mass is a meeting place
between heaven and earth.

Last of all the thick cloud of incense can often obscure our view of
the altar. This is a good thing and reminds us of the mysterious
nature of the Mass. Our mortal minds cannot comprehend fully the
mystery that is being celebrated before our eyes and the incense
makes that reality even more tangible so while the use of incense
can seem strange at times, it has deep spiritual roots and has been a
part of divine worship for thousands of years.
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Why do I have to fast one hour
before Mass?

The discipline highlights our need to be hungry for the Eucharistic
bread we eat.

Many Catholics from an older generation will remember the
“midnight fast.” It meant that one could not eat before Mass starting
from the midnight before. For this reason Masses were generally
celebrated at dawn and Masses in the evening were extremely rare.
Few people wanted to fast all day long before attending Mass and
receiving Holy Communion.

This practice of fasting before Mass is an ancient discipline,
present as early as the 2nd century. It remained in place until Pope
Pius XII reduced the fast to three hours in 1957. The fast was further
shortened in 1964 when Pope Paul VI lowered it to one hour before
reception of Communion.

The current Code of Canon Law reflects this change and states,
“A person who is to receive the Most Holy Eucharist is to abstain for
at least one hour before holy communion from any food and drink,
except for only water and medicine” (Canon 919 §1).

However, in some cases those rules do not apply. “The elderly, the
infirm, and those who care for them can receive the Most Holy
Eucharist even if they have eaten something within the preceding
hour” (Canon 919 §3).
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But why? What does it matter if I ate a cheeseburger right before I
walked into church on a day I intend to receive the Holy Eucharist?

Pope Paul VI wrote concerning the power of spiritual discipline in
his apostolic constitution Paenitemini: “Mortification aims at the
liberation of man, who often finds himself, because of
concupiscence, almost chained by his own senses. Through
‘corporal fasting’ man regains strength, and the wound inflicted on
the dignity of our nature by intemperance is cured by the medicine
of a salutary abstinence.”

Jesus knew the power of fasting and went into the desert without
food for 40 days before setting out on his public ministry.
Furthermore, he taught his disciples that, “This kind [of demon]
cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting” (Mark
9:29).

Fasting builds up our spiritual strength, and the Church asks us to
complete this simple task every time we receive Holy Communion
for our own benefit. Just like any athlete we need to exercise
discipline and fasting is great for building those spiritual muscles.
Without fasting we are weak and our passions drive us to wherever
the wind blows.

Additionally, Pope John Paul II lamented in Dominicae
Cenae how modern Catholics possess a “lack of Eucharistic ‘hunger’
and ‘thirst,’ which is also a sign of lack of adequate sensitivity
towards the great sacrament of love and a lack of understanding of
its nature.” We need to “hunger” and yearn for the Eucharistic
before we can properly receive it. Our reception of Holy
Communion needs to correspond to an inner hunger that is
indicative of a soul that thirsts for God’s love. If we don’t have this
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hunger (brought to mind by our physical hunger during fasting), we
might think of Holy Communion as something ordinary, not
needing any preparation beforehand.

Last of all, fasting before Mass is an image of the Eucharistic
stories in the Gospels, specifically the Feeding of the Five Thousand.
After a long day the disciples urged Jesus to send the crowd away so
that they could buy food for themselves to eat. Instead, Jesus
multiples the bread and fish, leaving everyone “satisfied” at the end
of the meal. Just like the crowd on that day, when we approach the
table of the Lord we must be hungry, or as the Psalmist proclaims,
“As a hart longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O
God” (Psalm 42:1).
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