WHERE AM I AT MASS?

KNOW WHAT’S HAPPENING IN THE TRADITIONAL RITE
One of the most common complaints heard from people attending the traditional Latin liturgy for the first time is: “I don’t understand it” or “I can’t follow the Mass when the priest has his back towards me”.

The first complaint is easily dealt with. Missals provide a parallel translation of the Latin prayers into your own language so, if you can read, you can follow the prayers of the Mass. If you don’t own a missal or can’t borrow one, the church probably has a supply of booklets which will enable visitors to follow the standard Tridentine Mass. And the more you attend the old rite, the more you will become used to it, to the point where you understand and appreciate the familiar prayers. 

The second complaint has more substance. It is easier to follow the priest when he is facing you and you can see what he is doing. But this is not the Catholic way for the sacred mystery of the Mass.

Traditionally, the Mass was celebrated facing east, towards the heavenly Jerusalem, with the priest facing in the same direction as the people. This tradition is followed in other religions too. In Islam, for example, the qibla faces the direction of Mecca so that worshippers pray in the direction of the most important place in their religion. In synagogues, orthodox Jews face Jerusalem when they pray.  

From the earliest times, Christians adopted the Jewish practice of praying towards the east, the direction in which Jesus ascended to Heaven and from where He will return,
 and the direction from which the Angel of the Lord will come at the end of time.

The early Christian writers Tertullian and Origen recorded that Catholic churches were oriented “towards the light”, the direction of the rising sun, while St John Damascene emphasised the Apostolic tradition that Our Lord is worshipped “facing east”. The Egyptian Coptic rite still retains the deacon’s instruction: “Look towards the east.” 

Catholic churches were traditionally built with the altar at the eastern end of the nave so that, when the priest celebrated Mass, he did so facing east. Exceptionally, when churches were built with the altar at the western end, the people turned to the east during the consecration, so that the priest was effectively celebrating the sacrament behind them.

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict) explained: “Where priest and people together face the same way, what we have is a cosmic orientation and also an interpretation of the Eucharist in terms of resurrection and trinitarian theology.”
 

Of course, some rites such as the eastern rites of the Catholic Church, make use of an ikonostasis, so that people attending the liturgy simply cannot see what is going on when the priest goes behind the screen. The phrase ‘mysterium fidei’ – a mystery of faith – was said out loud during the consecration so that the congregation would know when the priest was changing the bread and wine into Our Lord’s Body and Blood.

In Catholic churches since the mid-to-late 1960s, it has been common for the priest to face the people during Mass, although this practice is not required by the documents of the Second Vatican Council. 

In some ways, this practice places at the centre of the liturgy the human personality of the priest, rather Our Lord in whose name and person the priest speaks and acts. Aware of the impact that his personal appearance and mannerisms can have on the congregation, the priest often feels the need to perform his sacred duties in an “engaging” and “compelling” way, by making eye contact and adopting a conversational tone even as he communes with God.

People who are new to the traditional Mass may assess it in terms of their experience of the new rite. Not everything is immediately intelligible and there is a freedom to participate in various ways – by praying meditatively, perhaps by saying the Rosary, or by following the Mass texts themselves. But following every word is not an imperative, as may often be said to be the case in the modern rite.

However, while turning the priest to face the people may have limited precedent in Catholic Church history, it has one great advantage – Massgoers can see what’s going on. 
Those used to attending the new Mass can often be very confused by the traditional rite of Mass – which Pope Benedict the Sixteenth affirmed can be celebrated freely by any Latin-rite priest at any time without seeking special permission.
Latin is used in the traditional rite of Mass, so there is no clue in the language for someone who is trying to follow the liturgy. The priest faces in the same direction as the people, so Mass goers are unable to pick up the visual clues which help them to follow the liturgy in the new rite.

But once you become familiar with the old rite, it becomes quite simple to know where you are in the Mass. Even if you arrive late at Mass, you can quite easily tell what stage the liturgy is at. 

The Mass in its simplest form is celebrated with or without a server, the priest saying most of the prayers sotto voce. If the people are making the responses – known as a ‘dialogue Mass’ – it’s simple to tell where you are by the words alone. A High Mass, which is sung Mass celebrated by a priest with the assistance of a deacon and subdeacon, and a Missa cantata, which is sung Mass without deacon and subdeacon, will differ from a Low Mass in that they feature more elaborate ceremonial, the use of incense, and possibly the sprinkling of holy water (the Asperges).
This guide relates to the simplest form of Sunday Mass, known in English as a Low Mass. But basically all Masses in the old rite follow the same formula. Once you can follow one, the clues are there to follow them all.
At the beginning of Mass, when the priest makes the Sign of the Cross, the people kneel down. The missal stands closed on the Epistle side of the altar (on the worshippers’ right). The priest is at the bottom of the steps leading up to the altar. This is the only time the priest is at the foot of the altar from the beginning of Mass, when the priest says “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti Amen”, to the end.
At the end of the 42nd psalm, which is normally said in a low voice at the foot of the altar, the priest says “Adjutorium nostrum in nomine Domini” and makes the Sign of the Cross. Even if you’re kneeling directly behind the priest, it’s possible to see him raise his hand to his forehead.
The priest then recites the Confiteor, or “I confess”, and strikes his breast three times at the words “mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa”. Again, you can see his right hand moving as he bows profoundly.
At the end of the priest’s confiteor, he stands upright while the server bows for his own recitation of the same prayer. So if the priest is standing up straight at the foot of the altar and the server is bowing, this is where you are in the Mass. This ends with the priest again making the Sign of the Cross and the altar server kneeling upright.

For the prayers which start “Deus, tu conversus”, both the priest and server will bow slightly. It’s the only time in the Mass that they’re at the foot of the steps, slightly bowing.

The next most obvious movement is that the priest “ascends the altar”. That is he climbs the steps to the altar (right foot first) and kisses the relics in the centre of the altar, then moves to what is called the Epistle side. If you see the priest opening the missal and making the Sign of the Cross on the Epistle side, you’re at the Introit.

The Introit is part of the Mass of the day, so varies from Mass to Mass. When he’s finishing saying it, the priest moves back to the centre of the altar for the Kyrie, the last remaining Greek prayer of the Mass, again said in a low voice, alternating with the server. 
This is normally followed by the Gloria which begins with the priest raising both hands heavenwards and then bowing, a very visible clue. (The Gloria is not said on weekdays or during the penitential seasons of Lent and Advent, when the vestments are purple or rose.) At the end, the priest turns by the Epistle side to say the Dominus vobiscum and turns back the same way. This is an important clue to where you are; only twice in the whole Mass does the priest ‘complete the turn’, turning back to the altar by the Gospel side.  

Again, the priest returns to the Epistle side of the altar to say the Collect(s) and Epistle (which are particular to that day’s Mass). He may turn and read the Epistle in the local language; that’s an infallible clue to where he is in the liturgy.
When he’s finished the Epistle and a couple of very short prayers, the priest moves to the centre of the altar to pray. The missal is meanwhile moved to the Gospel side of the altar, where it remains until near the end of Mass. (When the server returns to his place, he kneels on the right, the opposite side to the missal, and stays on that side until near the end of Mass.)
The position of the missal is a real giveaway. If it’s on the worshippers’ right, the Mass is just beginning or ending. If it’s on the outside of the altar on the left, the priest is about to read the Gospel. If it’s on the worshippers’ left but close to the priest, the Mass is somewhere between the Gospel and the prayers after Communion.

After the Gospel (which also might be read in the vernacular), the priest may lay aside his maniple (the vestment worn on his left forearm in the traditional rite) and give a sermon. This will always be in the vernacular and establishes exactly where you are in the Mass.

After the Gospel (or sermon, if one is given), the priest begins the ancient Nicene Creed in the centre of the altar. The clue here is that he (and the whole congregation) will genuflect in the middle of the prayer. 

After once more turning to the people to say “Dominus vobiscum”, the priest starts the offertory in the centre of the altar. Even from behind, worshippers can see him offer up the bread on the paten. 
Before lifting the chalice, he takes wine and water from the server (or from the Epistle side of the altar if there is no server) and pours them into the chalice. When he has offered up the chalice, he will wash and dry his hands at the Epistle side – an unmissable clue.
Returning to the centre, the priest bows and prays before turning to the people for the Orate fratres. Apart from saying the first couple of words in a slightly louder voice, he also completes the turn by the Gospel side, the first time he has done this in the Mass. Even if you are too far away to hear the words, the gesture is unmistakable.

Having said the day’s Secret prayer(s) quietly, the priest finishes the Secret by saying audibly “per omnia saecula saeculorum”, then the prayers before the preface and the preface itself, leading to the Sanctus, with its three bells, and the Canon.

The Canon is almost all said so quietly that it is difficult to hear the priest’s voice at all, so the clues are not in the prayers themselves, but in the bells and gestures. The first indication that we are approaching the central part of the Mass, the consecration, comes as the priest extends his hands over the offerings in imitation of the sacrificial gesture of the Jewish high priests. The bell is rung once to prepare the congregation for the miracle that is about to happen. 

At the consecration of the bread, the bells are rung three times as the priest genuflects, raises the Host for the people to adore and then genuflects again. Similarly with the consecration of the wine, the bell is rung three times as the priests genuflects, lifts the chalice now filled with Christ’s Blood, and genuflects again. 

You can’t really miss either the significance or the gestures and sounds of this central part of the Mass. But if you pop into a church moments later, just after the consecration, how would you know where you were in the Mass?
The first thing, if you are kneeling at the side, is you may see that the priest is holding together his thumbs and forefingers, which he does from the consecration until the ablutions after communion. The missal stands close to the priest on his left. The chalice veil is folded on the altar and the burse (a stiffened wallet in the liturgical colour of the day) is probably propped against a candlestick. 

The priest is whispering the prayers of the Canon under his breath, until he comes to the prayer for the people, at which he raises his voice slightly and says “Nobis quoque peccatoribus” (“for us sinners also”) and strikes his breast. This is the first time in the Canon that the priest has raised his voice. 
The priest ends the prayers of the Canon by uncovering the chalice, genuflecting, praying, covering the chalice and genuflecting again and saying “Per omnia saecula saeculorum”. You can almost hear the general exhalation of breath by the congregation as this most sacred part of the Mass comes to a close and the priest moves towards the Communion.

At this point, the priest recites the Our Father in Latin, with the server finishing the prayer with “sed libera nos a malo”. What the priest does in the run-up to Communion isn’t really visible, but worshippers will be able to follow the liturgy by the priest’s audible prayers, genuflections, bows and his striking of his breast when he says the “Domine non sum dignus”. (You’ll see his chasuble moving as he bows low over the altar, strikes his breast and consumes the Host. It’s easier to see as he raises the chalice to drink the Precious Blood.)
Again, if you’re lost at this stage, you’ll soon find your place as the priest turns toward the people, holding the Host over the ciborium, and says St John the Baptist’s prayer “Ecce Agnus Dei” (“Behold the Lamb of God”) and then three times the prayer of the centurion “Domine non sum dignus” (“Lord, I am not worthy”). You’ll probably see people around you bowing, reciting this prayer with the priest and striking their breast three times.

The people’s Communion is an easily-followed signpost, and also means that the Mass is coming to a close. In some places, the server will again say the Confiteor, although, strictly speaking, this practice has been abolished since 1962.

If you are in a state of grace, have observed the required fast and intend to receive Communion, note that you normally kneel to receive in the old rite, and that Communion is received on the tongue only, not in the hand. It’s not necessary to say “Amen”, like in the new Mass; the priest says the whole formula. 
After Communion, the priest washes out the chalice twice, the first time with wine and the second time washing his fingers with wine and water, both from the server. Then he covers the chalice as at the start of Mass. Worshippers can see him rearranging the chalice veil and burse. From now on, the priest will use his thumb and forefinger, for example to turn the pages of the Missal.
After reading the day’s Communion verse on the Epistle side, he returns to the centre, kisses the altar and turns to the people to say “Dominus vobiscum”. Then he returns to the Epistle side for the short Postcommunion prayers, and normally closes the missal. 

In the centre again, he turns toward the people, says “Dominus vobiscum” and (in most cases) “Ite, missa est”, turns back, bows, kisses the altar and then turns again to bless the people. For the second time in the Mass, he completes the turn by the Gospel side, and goes to that side of the altar for the Last Gospel (during which all genuflect again at the same time as the priest).

At the end of the Last Gospel, the priest normally goes to the centre of the altar, picks up the now-covered chalice and descends the steps. He may kneel to say some prescribed prayers, but then stands, genuflects to the Blessed Sacrament and, preceded by the server, leaves the sanctuary. 
Perhaps one of the most enduring values of the traditional liturgy is that it should be exactly the same, wherever you go in the world. The language won’t change, the gestures are the same and the liturgy reflects the universality of the Catholic Church and its founder, Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today and forever. 
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