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C h a p t e r  1

meeting your sunday obligation 
and Other Thoughts on Celebrating the Eucharist

The gaze of the church is constantly turned to her lord, 
present in the sacrament of the altar, in which she dis-
covers the full manifestation of his boundless love.

Ecclesia De Eucharistia, sec. 1, Pope John Paul ii

First, last, and always: liturgy is the single most important event in 
the life of the parish. it is the time of the week when more parish-

ioners come together than any other moment. Put aside parish orga-
nization meetings, working project committees, and small christian 
communities. all these smaller gatherings are important—they help 
make the parish function—but it is only the weekend eucharistic 
celebrations that bring the entire people of god together.

it stands to reason, then, that more effort should go into im-
proving and maintaining the quality of the liturgical experience 
than any other single program or event in parish life. Your weekend 
liturgical celebrations should be a microcosm of all that the parish is 
trying to become. look at every aspect of these celebrations to make 
them the moments that parishioners look forward to each week.
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Jesus did not simply appear in a group, pray with them, and dis-
appear from them. he spent time with them. he lived with them. 
we should do the same at our weekend liturgies. Mass schedules 
need to be spaced in such a way that there is time for gathering 
before the Mass and socializing afterward. something as simple as 
doughnuts and coffee after Mass gives everyone an opportunity to 
check in with one another.

remember: not everyone can make the parish the center of their 
lives. young couples with children in school, holding down per-
haps more than one job, juggling homework, little league, ballet 
lessons, and other more mundane tasks like cutting the grass and 
cleaning the garage, may find that sunday morning is their only op-
portunity to be present for any parish activity. This is all the more 
reason that this time needs to be given the highest possible place 
in parish life.

stand at the back of your church during the largest Mass of the 
weekend. one pastor i know does this regularly. Put yourself in the 
shoes of the person in the pew—especially the back pew. later, go 
on a walk through your plant and consider these issues.

  The Environment or Atmosphere

Appearance
Put on fresh eyes. is the plaza in front of the church well kept? is it 
free of litter? are shrubs well groomed? grass cut? The garden well 
tended? if you were a newcomer, would you be able to look around 
and determine where the parish office is?

what is your first impression upon entering the church? what 
does the condition of the vestibule tell you about the people’s pride 
in their parish? is it clean and orderly? can the parish mission state-
ment be seen anywhere in the vestibule? can you find appropri-
ate information on the bulletin boards? what about a copy of this 
week’s bulletin or flyers for other programs? is there a sense of wel-
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come? does the vestibule tell you that the people of the parish are 
glad that you came? are the restrooms unlocked? are they clean? 
are paper supplies and hand soap stocked?

In the Church
are the aisles clean and free of litter? as you walk through the aisles, 
are missalettes and songbooks properly stored in pew racks? are 
the pews free of clutter? have crumpled, left-over sunday bulletins 
been removed?

look up to the sanctuary. even in the darkness when the church 
is empty, is the sanctuary clean? have wilted flowers been removed? 
is the sanctuary lit with candles, signifying the presence of the holy 
eucharist in the tabernacle? is the building lit well enough for you 
to feel safe?

Lighting
ask your liturgy committee to visit the church at night. Turn on 
all the lights, just as they are at Mass. are all light bulbs operating? 
have any directional spotlights gotten nudged off kilter as bulbs 
were changed over the years, resulting in dark zones in the sanctu-
ary? are the pulpit and cantor locations well lit? what about the 
light illuminating the congregation, especially around the edges? sit 
down and try to read a missalette in different congregational areas.

Sound
remember: The projection of sound will be different when the 
church is empty and when it is full. Testing the microphones and 
speakers at 2:00 in the afternoon will produce a very different experi-
ence from that of a slightly hard-of-hearing parishioner sitting three 
rows from the rear of the church at a packed children’s Mass. in one 
parish, the deadest sound zone was the front pew, since the loud-
speakers high above it were aimed at the larger church and missed 
the people sitting in that pew altogether. do the microphones and 
speakers produce a crisp, clear sound that everyone can hear and un-
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derstand from anywhere in the building? do the microphones used 
by the choir and instrumental musicians (like the guitarist) produce 
the desired results? ask some of your older parishioners.

some parishes have recognized the increasing number of mem-
bers with hearing impairments and have installed a particular as-
sistive product called a “loop system.” Just as a coffee shop might 
install a “wi-fi” system for wireless computer customers, churches 
can install the loop system hardware, and hearing-impaired mem-
bers can use a loop listener to pick up the sound more clearly. For 
more information, just do a google search on “loop systems for 
the deaf.”

  The Ministers

The Priest Celebrant
Priest celebrants should welcome visitors at the beginning of each 
Mass. one pastor asks any visitors to stand to receive the applause 
of the assembly. at the end of the Mass, he thanks everyone for 
being part of the community celebration.

Priests must approach each Mass as a fresh, new experience—a 
tall order. if the eucharistic Prayer or lord’s Prayer is read too quick-
ly, or with little or no personal conviction, the person in the pew 
will have the same experience. learn to slow down and proclaim 
instead of reading. one priest talked of making his lenten resolu-
tion to re-train himself to make the words of the Mass meaning-
fully presented. he chose to use a sung eucharistic Prayer, which 
by its very nature brought the tempo and cadence down to where 
each word could be understood. we know that the words of the eu-
charistic celebration are meaningful, but do we proclaim them that 
way and do we hear them that way?

Priests must deliver homilies that share how human they are and 
not how much they know. save the theological lecture for a Monday 
night series. help me to live my life more like Jesus did. Tell me sto-
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ries that connect scripture to the reality of my life. share with me 
the truth about life to be found in the scripture readings for this 
week. after all, the readings are sometimes so rooted in first-century 
life and experience that we may miss their meaning. let me know 
what struggles that you as a priest and, more importantly, as a man 
face that i can relate to. what does this gospel tell me that will help 
me deal with my kids this afternoon? or on Monday at work? or 
to improve my relationship with my spouse? or to find meaning in 
the latest cataclysm around the world? Parishioners will remember 
those messages more than any complex dissertation on the meaning 
of the Trinity. we live in the era of the twenty-four-hour news cycle. 
we can either become numbed to the constant barrage or we can be 
helped to find meaning in the events through our faith.

consider asking the parish liturgy committee to take on the 
regular evaluation of all weekend homilies. after all, the quality of 
the homily is arguably the single greatest variable at most weekend 
Masses. This is, admittedly, a challenging idea. The purist might 
argue that participation in the eucharist has its own intrinsic value, 
regardless of how well it is executed from a human point of view. 
after all, the miracle of Jesus’ presence in the eucharist cannot be 
argued and has nothing to do with how well the celebrant pres-
ents a homily. nonetheless, the church on any given sunday is full 
of human beings, each of whom is at his or her own stage of faith 
development, each of whom brings a unique state of readiness for 
the message presented. we owe it to everyone present to help them 
have the best possible experience. 

  Lay Liturgical Ministries

Ministry Training
does the liturgy committee provide ongoing, regular, and separate 
training for all lay liturgical ministers? (don’t make ushers attend 
a session that includes training for lectors as well.) every liturgical 
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minister, no matter how experienced, needs to be encouraged and 
cajoled into attending training. Just because someone has been an 
usher at the 9:30 Mass for thirty-five years doesn’t mean he under-
stands that his ministry is one of hospitality and not traffic control, 
or even that his work is a ministry and not a task.

Proclaiming Scripture
Most lectors do not come to this ministry with public speaking expe-
rience. Training for lectors should include lots of time at the pulpit, 
with the microphones on. Projection and enunciation are critical. 
lectors should always rehearse their readings, including practicing 
the readings out loud ahead of time. discuss the difference between 
reading and proclaiming. Fellow off-duty lectors should listen 
during Masses so that they can give feedback to one another.

Music Leadership
is it the duty of the organist and cantor to facilitate singing or to 
dazzle the congregation with a virtuoso performance? Make sure 
that everyone has the same answer to this question. is there a rea-
sonable mix of familiar music and new songs so as not to over-
whelm the assembly? does the music leader “warm up” the assem-
bly with rehearsal of new songs or responses before Mass? does 
he or she constantly affirm them for their participation? are song 
numbers prominently posted throughout the church in such a way 
that they can be seen from anywhere in the building?

Pulpit Announcements
are parishioners reminded to turn off cell phones before Mass? 
even the best-intentioned person can forget to do so. The reminder 
should be friendly, and this is one subject well suited to a bit of 
humor.

even though there might be a lot of pressure from interested 
groups, try to minimize the number of pulpit announcements that 
merely repeat what can be read in the bulletin. remember: if an-
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nouncements are made near the end of the Mass before the final dis-
missal, most people want to get home for the beginning of the early 
nFl game. strategically plan appropriate pulpit announcements.

Ministers of Hospitality
The importance of hospitality cannot be overstated. regular parish-
ioners need to feel they are not being taken for granted. newcomers 
need to feel they are being noticed. being approached by someone 
with a smile and an outstretched hand might be a very new experi-
ence for some. it can only help; it can’t hurt. one pastor said that he 
asked everyone in his hospitality ministry training to say to them-
selves before each Mass, “company’s coming! we need to get every-
thing ready for company!”

Greeters
Provide ministry badges for greeters. greeters should be present at 
each entrance to the church, not just the main doors. This is a min-
istry of hospitality.

newcomers and visitors especially should feel that someone 
representing the parish is welcoming them.

•	 The	first	issue	is	to	ask	greeters	to	keep	their	eyes	open	for	
visitors. That can be challenging in a large congregation.

•	 Greet	them	warmly	at	the	door.	Introduce	yourself	to	them,	
engage them in conversation, and invite them in. connect 
them to an usher who will escort them to an open pew.

•	 If	they	are	new	to	the	area,	try	to	answer	any	questions	they	
might have.

•	 At	the	end	of	Mass,	walk	them	back	out	of	the	church	and	
invite them back!

•	 Ushers	can	and	should	be	doing	the	same	thing	for	people	
inside the church.
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Ushers
Provide ministry badges for ushers. ushers have important duties 
both before and during the Mass. if ushers arrive early, they can 
walk the aisles and pick up crumpled bulletins from earlier Masses 
and help to make the church look ready for visitors. help them 
understand that theirs, too, is a ministry of hospitality more than 
crowd control. encourage them to smile when ushering people to 
their pew. invite women to share in this ministry. Their warmth and 
sense of greeting may be a refreshing change in some parishes. Most 
latecomers are timid about trying to climb over someone sitting at 
the end of a pew to find an available seat. ushers should become 
pro-actively aware of available seats so that no one is left standing 
in the aisle. ushers should refrain from any whispered conversa-
tions. one person’s whisper is another’s annoying interruption.

ushers should be sensitive to those with physical impairments 
and offer special assistance to them. ushers should watch for infirm 
persons, perhaps using crutches or a walker, who have difficulty 
finding a place to sit. locate a place and escort the individual for-
ward. since most infirm persons seem to want to stay independent, 
offer an arm for assistance only gently or when asked.

when taking up the collection, smile and offer eye contact with 
donors. doing so shows appreciation for their gifts. whisper a 
“thank you” to small children placing envelopes in the basket. be 
patient with those searching their purses or pockets for their enve-
lopes. There is time.

ushers should also be able to experience personal value from 
participating in the eucharist and should never be so busy with 
money-handling duties that they miss key moments of the Mass, 
such as the eucharistic Prayer. ushers should have the last pew re-
served for them so that they may be able to put ushering duties 
aside and participate as fully as possible. having such a reserved 
place avoids the need to climb over others when it is time to take 
up the collection or facilitate people movement for communion.
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Most large church buildings, especially those with long rectan-
gular styles modeled on the roman basilica, seem to have a life of 
their own at the rear of the church that has nothing whatever to 
do with what is going on at the altar. ushers should do everything 
possible to get standees seated, limit the sound of slamming doors 
made by late arrivals and early departers, work with those who re-
ceive cell phone calls and feel compelled to answer them, herd 
small children who have escaped from their parents’ pews, and en-
courage errant teenagers who simply want to pick up a bulletin and 
determine which priest is the celebrant so they can prove to their 
parents that they were there. no small job, the work of an usher.

  Sermons I Wish That I Had Heard
sometimes it’s fun just to get things off your chest!

To Those Who Bring Cell Phones to Church if you’re going to leave your 
phone turned on, at least pick a religious tune for your ring tone so 
we can all sing along. and if you feel compelled to answer a call, 
please wait until you’re outside before beginning your conversation.

Instructions to Ushers Please leave the police whistles at home and 
put a smile on your face instead. remember to keep an eye on those 
who just lean against the back wall in case they fall asleep and start 
to tip over. Jostle any snorers you hear. when you’re taking up the 
collection, have change available for anyone who needs to break a 
dollar bill.

To Those Who Arrive After the Homily and Leave Before Communion 
why bother getting up so early? Just stop by on a wednesday after-
noon for a brief visit. Make it easy on yourself.

To Those Who Claim the Good Seat at the Ends of Open Pews Please 
don’t stick out your foot and try to trip anyone who dares cross over 
your knees. The parish is not responsible for broken bones.
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To Those Who Still Put Coins in the Collection Basket The jingling of 
coins is keeping some Mass-goers awake. Please use quiet money 
instead.

There, now. doesn’t that make you feel much better!

The Big Questions
As was stated at the beginning of this chapter, the weekend liturgical cel-
ebration should be a microcosm of all that the parish is trying to become. 
Should change in the way you do liturgy then be the first thing or the last 
thing you do? Both. In fact, liturgical improvement should be first, last, and 
always!

A starting point will be to follow the lead suggested in this chapter. Take a 
walk through the church. This chapter can serve as a checklist. Carry this 
book with you and answer the questions as you move from area to area. 
Your agenda for change will quickly become clear to you.
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The entire text of Ecclesia De Eucharistia, an encyclical letter issued by Pope 
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ly evangelical in tone, they offer lots of good resources—mostly down-
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