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For nearly two millennia, the structure of the Latin-Rite Mass has remained virtually unchanged.  

Its foundation remains the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist.   

Of course certain non-essential rubrics have changed in that time, such as celebrating the Mass in 

churches rather than private residences; priests facing a congregation rather than having their backs to the 

faithful; and celebrating the Mass in one’s native language rather than in Latin. 

On rare instances where a Liturgical change is promulgated, the purpose of the change is to bring 

the universal mystical body of Christ closer to Jesus.  Such changes only occur after much discernment and 

final approval by the petitioning conference of bishops, then Rome itself.  

Recently, several liturgical changes were approved for the United States that include: changing the 

opening of the Nicene Creed from “We believe” to “I believe;” changing the prayer before communion 

from “Lord I am not worthy to receive you” to “Lord I am not worthy that you should enter under my 

roof;” changing the Penitential Rite from “I have sinned through my own fault,” to “I have sinned greatly, 

through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.” Additionally, any reference to 

Yahweh will also be removed from songs and prayers at Catholic Masses out of respect for the sacredness 

of that word to our Jewish brethren.  But why are these changes necessary?  Francis Cardinal Arinze 

addresses that point in the Introduction of Redemptionis Sacramentum: 

“Someone may ask why there should be liturgical norms at all. Would creativity, spontaneity, 

the freedom of the children of God and ordinary good sense not be enough? Why should the worship 

of God be regimented by rubrics and regulations? Is it not enough just to teach people the beauty and 

the exalted nature of the Liturgy? 

“Liturgical norms are necessary because “in liturgy full public worship is performed by the 

Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and by His members. From this it follows that 

every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the priest and of his Body the Church, is a 

sacred action surpassing all others” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 7). And the summit of the Liturgy 

is the Eucharistic celebration.  

“No one should be surprised if, with the passage of time, Holy Mother Church has developed 

words and actions, and therefore directives, for this supreme act of worship. Eucharistic norms are 

devised to express and protect the Eucharistic mystery and also manifest that it is the Church that 

celebrates this august sacrifice and Sacrament. As Pope John Paul II put it, “These norms are a 

concrete expression of the authentically ecclesial nature of the Eucharist; this is their deepest meaning. 

Liturgy is never anyone's private property, be it of the celebrant or of the community in which the 

mysteries are celebrated” (Ecclesia de Eucharistia, no. 52).” 



 

One of the great beauties of the Church is its universality and its historic dedication to defend 

Christ’s Deposit of Faith.  The Mass is where Christ becomes physically present among us, thus the 

responsibility to maintain its sacredness in the fashion Christ instructed should not, and is not, taken 

lightly and the authority for such changes rests solely with the pope and his successors in union with 

the bishops (“And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the 

gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it.  I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  

Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed 

in heaven.” - Matthew 16: 18-19). 

The Mass is not about our personal relationship with God; it’s how we fulfill our communal 

relationship with God…where God enters into a personal relationship with us.   After all, it was Jesus 

who told us For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them 

(Matthew 18:20) and it was Jesus who established the foundation for the Mass at the last supper when 

He directed us to eat His body and drink His blood (Matthew 26: 26-28 ) and where Paul quotes Jesus 

as saying For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup you proclaim the death of the Lord until 

he comes (1Cor 11:26).  The sacredness and importance of the Eucharist to the Church as the 

foundation of the Mass is documented as early as the first century in The Didache (9: 1-12). 

  In the United States, in particular, some clerics and laity propose amending the Liturgy to be 

“more meaningful” to each congregation, or more “politically correct” so as to be more inclusive.  

Others have taken it upon themselves to institutionalize individual responses at certain parts of the 

Liturgy, such as grasping the hand of a neighbor during the recitation of the “Our Father.”   

While perhaps well-intentioned, altering the Liturgy defeats the purpose of the gift of the Mass, 

which is to proclaim the Good News of the Gospel, celebrate and accept Jesus’ real presence in the 

Eucharist, then take these graces and move forward with Christ to live the Gospel by our example.   

No matter how we word it or celebrate it, the Incarnation involved a holy woman accepting 

God’s invitation to be the tabernacle for His Son, Jesus the Christ.  The traditional prayers and words of 

the Liturgy exist solely as the Church’s universal communal expression of worship of our Savior and 

hence, the Blessed Trinity.   The Mass therefore is not and should not be a personal expression of 

devotion.   

  According to the General Instructions for the Roman Missal (GIRM), “Since the celebration of 

Mass by its nature has a "communitarian" character, both the dialogues between the priest and the 

faithful gathered together and the acclamations are of great significance; in fact, they are not simply 

outward signs of communal celebration but foster and bring about communion between priest and 

people. (GIRM, 34) 

 



 

“The acclamations and the responses of the faithful to the priest's greetings and prayers constitute 

that level of active participation that the gathered faithful are to contribute in every form of the Mass, so 

that the action of the entire community may be clearly expressed and fostered.”
  
(GIRM, 35) 

“In the celebration of Mass the faithful form a holy people, a people whom God has made his 

own, a royal priesthood, so that they may give thanks to God and offer the spotless Victim not only 

through the hands of the priest but also together with him, and so that they may learn to offer 

themselves. They should, moreover, endeavor to make this clear by their deep religious sense and their 

charity toward brothers and sisters who participate with them in the same celebration. Thus, they are 

to shun any appearance of individualism or division, keeping before their eyes that they have only one 

Father in heaven and accordingly are all brothers and sisters to each other. (GIRM, 95) 

“Indeed, they form one body, whether by hearing the word of God, or by joining in the 

prayers and the singing, or above all by the common offering of Sacrifice and by a common partaking 

at the Lord's Table. This unity is beautifully apparent from the gestures and postures observed in 

common by the faithful. (GIRM, 96) 

The universality of the Mass and sacredness of its liturgy has been maintained only with the 

constant policing of its content, a two-millennium tradition developed and defended by Church Councils 

and Apostolic Tradition. 

Sadly, many of us have come to take the Liturgy of our Mass for granted, failing to grasp its rich 

tradition and sacred content.  Perhaps these recent liturgical changes will motivate us to explore the history 

of our Mass and the reason why Holy Mother Church has gone to great lengths to protect its sacred 

Liturgy.  A great way to do that exploration is to visit the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

websites at: http://www.usccb.org/liturgy/current/revmissalisromanien.shtml and  

http://www.usccb.org/liturgy/documents/instructioneng.shtml#4.  
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Orans Posture ("Praying" Hands Extended) 

By Colin B. Donovan, STL 

 
 
 
The following explains the origin of the Orans position, in which the priest intercedes 
during the liturgy on behalf of all. In the last couple decades this posture of praying with 
hands extended and lifted upwards has become a popular prayer posture for many laity, 
especially in the Charismatic Renewal. 

The Orans position (Latin for "praying") or some variation of it, was common to almost all 

ancient religions as an outward sign of supplicating God (or if a pagan religion, the gods). 

Consider what we do when we plead with someone. We might put our arms out in front of us 

as if reaching for the person and say "I beg you, help me." This seems to be a natural human 

gesture coming from deep within us - like kneeling to adore or to express sorrow. Now, turn 

that reach heavenwards and you have the Orans position. 

The ancient monuments of Christianity, such as the tombs in the catacombs, often show 

someone in the Orans position supplicating God, to show that the prayers of the Church 

accompany the person in death.  

The liturgical use of this position by the priest is spelled out in the rubrics (the laws governing 

how the Mass is said). It indicates his praying on BEHALF of us, acting as alter Christos as 

pastor of the flock, head of the body. It used to be minutely defined in the rubrics, which now 

say only, "extends his hands" or "with hands extended." Priests understand what is meant 

(from observation and training), and although there is some variability between priests 

basically the same gesture is obtained from all of them by these words. 

In the rubrics the Orans gesture is asked principally of the Main Celebrant, but on those 

occasions where either a priestly action is done (Eucharistic Prayer) or prayer in common 

(Our Father) all the concelebrants do it. 

It is never done by the Deacon, who does not represent the People before God but assists him 

who does. 

Among the laity this practice began with the charismatic renewal. Used in private prayer it 

has worked its way into the Liturgy. It is a legitimate gesture to use when praying, as history 

shows, however, it is a private gesture when used in the Mass and in some cases conflicts with 

the system of signs which the rubrics are intended to protect. The Mass is not a private or 

merely human ceremony. The symbolism of the actions, including such gestures, is definite 

and precise, and reflects the sacramental character of the Church's prayer. As the Holy See 

has recently pointed out, confusion has entered the Church about the hierarchical nature of her 

worship, and this gesture certainly contributes to that confusion when it conflicts with the 

ordered sign language of the Mass. 

Let’s take each case. 

 



 

 

Our Father. The intention for lay people using the Orans position at this time is, I suppose, 

that we pray Our Father, and the unity of people and priest together is expressed by this 

common gesture of prayer. Although this gesture is not called for in the rubrics, it does at 

least seem, on the surface, to not be in conflict with the sacramental sign system at the point 

when we pray Our Father. I say on the surface, however, since while lay people are doing this 

the deacon, whose postures are governed by the rubrics, may not do it. So, we have the 

awkward disunity created by the priest making an appropriate liturgical gesture in accordance 

with the rubrics, the deacon not making the same gesture in accordance with the rubrics, 

some laity making the same gesture as the priest not in accordance with the rubrics, and other 

laity not making the gesture (for various reasons, including knowing it is not part of their 

liturgical role). In the end, the desire of the Church for liturgical unity is defeated. 

After Our Father. This liturgical disunity continues after the Our Father when some, though 

not all, who assumed the Orans position during the Our Father continue it through the balance 

of the prayers, until after "For Thine is the kingdom etc." The rubrics provide that priest-

concelebrants lower their extended hands, so that the main celebrant alone continues praying 

with hands extended, since he represents all, including his brother priests. So, we have the 

very anomalous situation that no matter how many clergy are present only one of them is 

praying with hands extended, accompanied by numbers of the laity. 

So, while we shouldn't attribute bad will to those who honestly have felt that there was some 

virtue in doing this during the Mass, it is yet another case where good will can achieve the 

opposite of what it intends when not imbued with the truth, in this case the truth about the 

sacramental nature of the postures at Mass and their meaning. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


