
A Walk through the Mass
This month’s newsletter picks up where we left off in the March newsletter as we take a

closer look at each of the elements of the Mass. Over the course of this year, the Office for
Worship Newsletter will focus on the various elements of the Eucharistic liturgy as a means of
providing an opportunity for you to stop and reflect on why we do what we do at Mass.

This newsletter is designed to be a resource for parish music ministers, liturgists, liturgy
committees, as well as priests and deacons, and anyone who wants to know more about the
Order of Mass and why we do what we do! Please feel free to reproduce and share these
materials with your parish community; just be sure to cite the Office for Worship, Archdiocese
of Milwaukee.

LITURGY OF THE WORD – Part Two

From the Roman Missal:
17. Then follows the Homily, which is to be preached by a Priest or Deacon on all Sundays and
Holydays of Obligcation; on other days, it is recommended.

Homily

Growing up in a home with a Lutheran father and a Catholic mother, the words “homily”
and “sermon” were used pretty interchangeably. While I didn’t truly understand the difference
between the two words until years later, what I did know is that a homily was shorter!

Even today, in my ministry, I hear people use the terms to mean the same thing, but there
are nuances that make them different. “Homily” is rooted in the Greek “homlietikos,” which
means “conversation,” while “sermon” comes from the Latin “sermo” or “speech.”

Maybe it was the influence of my father’s Lutheran pastor, Ralph Belin, who always
preached “hellfire and brimstone,” but I’ve never been a fan of sermons. I don’t really enjoy
being talked at and I get bored in speeches that don’t interest me, but I do love some good
conversation! A good homily feels like a conversation, a breaking open of God’s Word and how
we apply it to the concrete situations in our lives. I enjoy listening to an intelligent homily by a
priest or deacon, and continue the conversation in my mind, responding with how God’s Word is
alive in my life.

The Second Vatican Council describes the homily in the Constitution on the
Sacred Liturgy (CSL) as follows:



By means of the homily, the mysteries of the faith and the guiding principles of the
Christian life are expounded from the sacred text during the course of the
liturgical year. The homily is strongly recommended since it forms part of the
liturgy itself. In fact, at those Masses which are celebrated on Sundays and
holydays of obligation, with the people assisting, it should not be omitted except
for a serious reason. (52)

The homily attempts to do what the Scriptures themselves do: proclaim what God has
done and continues to do for us. A sermon, on the other hand, while it may be a speech about
good and holy things, need not have any connection to the Scriptures at all. When a homilist
bases his preaching on the liturgical texts of the Mass, they break open God’s word by
actualizing it and by showing how God is continuing to act and speak among his people today.
Through a homily, the members of the assembly are called to become holy so that they can better
celebrate the Eucharist and offer themselves with and through Christ in the Eucharistic Prayer.

From the Roman Missal:
18. At the end of the Homily, the Symbol or Profession of Faith or Creed, when prescribed, is
either sung or said:

I believe in one God, the Father almighty,
maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible.

I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God,
born of the Father before all ages.
God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God,
begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father;
through him all things were made.
For us men and for our salvation he came down from Heaven,

At the words that follow, up to and including and became man, all bow.

and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man.

For our sake he was crucified and was buried,
and rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.
He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead
and his kingdom will have no end.

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,
who proceeds from the Father and the Son,
who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified,
who has spoken through the prophets.

I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.
I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins
and I look forward to the resurrection of the dead
and the life of the world to come. Amen.



Profession of Faith / The Niceno-Constantinopolitan (Nicene) Creed

After the homily, the Creed is professed by the
faithful. The Creed unifies the voices of the assembly into the
common faith we profess. When Catechumens are present at
Mass, they are dismissed before the Creed because they are
still preparing to profess their faith on the day of their
baptism. The Creed responds to the word of God and honors
and confesses the great mysteries of the faith before they are
celebrated in the Eucharist.

The Creed is proclaimed on Sundays and Solemnities,
and “at particular celebrations of a more solemn character”
(GIRM 68); however, it is omitted on feast days, memorials
and ferial days. The Creed is part of the liturgy every Sunday of the year, even during Advent
and Lent, when the Glory to God is omitted. Some parishes omit the Creed at Masses that are too
early, too long, or too hot. I have never understood this, and in actuality, it doesn’t take that long
to recite.

The Creed may be omitted on a few occasions. At the Easter Vigil, the Creed is replaced
by the renewal of baptismal promises. After the Second Vatican Council, the renewal of
baptismal promises also replaced the Creed at Masses in the United States on Easter Sunday
morning. That tradition is still permitted today. If there is a baptism of children or the sacrament
of confirmation celebrated on a Sunday or solemnity, the renewal of baptismal promises also
replaces the Creed. Additionally, the Creed may be omitted during Masses celebrating the Rite of
Acceptance into the Order of Catechumens, the Rite of Sending the Catechumens for Election,
the Rite of Election, some optional rites of baptized candidates and several of the combined rites
for catechumens and candidates. But, including the Creed on Sundays is always appropriate.

All too often members of the assembly recite the Creed without intense thought. Since
the revision of the texts of the Roman Missal, many people have still not learned the Nicene
Creed by memory. The General Instruction of the Roman Missal says that the Creed is
proclaimed by the priest and people together, with the people alternating with the choir or cantor
(if sung), or by two “choirs” responding one to the other. In this case, the two “choirs” could be
people sitting opposite each other across the center aisle. If your parish is still struggling to learn
the Nicene Creed by memory, this style of reciting the Creed aids in the memorization of the
text.

After the death of Jesus, it took the Church several centuries to formulate the Creed it
professed. By the middle of the third century, the Apostolic Tradition describes the initiation
process of the Early Church when those to be baptized are asked to profess their belief in the
Trinity in question and answer form. From this tradition grew a genuine desire for a Creed,
which articulated the faith of the Church. By the fourth century, there was a critical need for a
creed because heretical movement tore at the very fabric of the Church, and people sought clarity



for their faith. The Councils of Nicea (325) and Constantinople (381) were convened to discuss
this and the version we know now as the Niceno-Constantinopolitan, or the Nicene, Creed was
formulated. In 589, the Council of Toldeo added the Latin word filioque to express the Western
Church’s belief that the Holy Spirit proceeds not only from the Father, but also from the Son.
This divided the Western Church from the Eastern Church, and it is a point that is still hotly
disputed today as the Eastern Churches have never accepted that additional word.

From the Roman Missal:
19. Instead of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, especially during Lent and Easter Time, the
baptismal Symbol of the Roman Church, known as the Apostles’ Creed, may be used.

The Apostles’ Creed

The assembly usually proclaims the Nicene Creed, but the Apostles’ Creed may be used
on some occasions. The Apostles’ Creed is older and was formulated around the questions asked
just before baptism – thus, sometimes it is sometimes called the “baptismal” Creed. The Nicene
Creed summarizes the deeper reflection of the primitive Church.

The rubric in the Roman Missal specifically mentions Lent and Easter as an appropriate
time for the assembly to recite the Apostles’ Creed. This is because, as it is stated above, it is
based on the baptismal promises. Lent is the time when we prepare to renew our baptismal
promises at Easter, while walking with the Elect preparing to be baptized. Likewise, Easter is the
time when the newly baptized take their places among the faithful, and all may proclaim the
Apostles’ Creed. Easter is also ideal because Baptism participates in the Resurrection of Christ.

The Apostles’ Creed is also appropriate for Masses with children because those baptized
as infants are expected to learn it in their catechetical formation (Directory for Masses with
Children 49). If it is used, children should still learn the Nicene Creed.

During both the Nicene Creed and the Apostles’ Creed, at the words of the incarnation,
all make a profound bow to the altar (GIRM 137, 275b). This is one of the most widely ignored
rubrics in the Order of Mass even though it has been part of the liturgical texts even before the
2002 revision of the GIRM. Prior to the Second Vatican Council, people genuflected at these
words; after the Council, the gesture became a profound bow, not a head bow. On the
Solemnities of the Annunciation of the Lord (March 25) and Christmas (December 25), the
profound bow during the Creed is replaced by a genuflection or kneeling. To bow (or kneel) at
the words of the incarnation seems to fit Catholic piety; however, one might wonder why, out of
all the truths proclaimed in the Creed, an accent is given to the incarnation when the table of
liturgical days ranks the Easter Triduum and the Resurrection ahead of the Annunciation or
Incarnation.



From the Roman Missal:
20. Then follows the Universal Prayer, that is, the Prayer of the Faithful or Bidding Prayers.

HOW TO WRITE GENERAL INTERCESSIONS

My favorite thing to do when preparing liturgy is writing the General Intercessions. It’s
the one time in the liturgy when we, the Faithful, get to exercise our priestly office of baptism by
praying for the needs of the Church and of the world. It is also the one time in the liturgy that the
composition of these texts is completely free! With a very heavily scripted liturgy already, this
prayer is designed to be freely composed church by church.

Because it’s my favorite thing to do, I tend to be very critical when I hear poorly, or
sloppily, written intercessions proclaimed at Mass. So, when writing intercessions for Mass, here
are 10 principles to keep in mind.

1. These are “general” intercessions.
“General” does not mean “generic” in the sense that they are “pre-packaged” petitions you
find in intercession books, homily resource services, or liturgical calendars. “General” in
this case means that the prayers must be capable of being owned and assented to by the whole
assembly. That is, the assembly must be able to fully, consciously, and actively want to pray for
the petition being voiced. If they cannot honestly do this, it cannot genuinely be their petition. It
might be a portion of the assembly’s petition, or it might be one person’s petition, but it cannot
be claimed by everyone, thus it cannot be the “Prayer of the Faithful.” To use an extreme
example, the following is not a general intercession:

“For our nation: for (name of your favorite candidate) to win the presidential elections, we
pray…”

Not everyone in the assembly will agree to this prayer; however, praying for the elections is a
good thing. Simply word it in such a way that all can honestly take part in and assent to the
prayer. For example:

“For our nation and the upcoming elections: for integrity and honesty among all the candidates;
for the spirit of wisdom upon all who vote, we pray…”

Or:

“For our nation and the upcoming election: that the Spirit will guide us in voting and give us
insight into the candidates and issues on the ballot, we pray…”

More subtle forms of intercessions that are not general:

“For those who kill unborn babies: that they will know the evil of their sin, we pray…”

“For Joe Smith who undergoes surgery on Tuesday, we pray…”



Praying for an end to abortion and for those who are sick are certainly worthy prayers that our
community should make; however, the first example communicates a negative and almost
hateful attitude toward the subject of prayer. Our prayer must never be used to incite hatred for
other people. Instead word it as such: “For those in difficult and unexpected pregnancies: that
they may have strength and courage to choose the path toward life, we pray…” In the second
example, it is good to pray for the sick, but at the parish’s Sunday Mass, we cannot single out
one person alone and let that be the whole prayer. To make this a general intercession, instead
pray: “For the sick, those undergoing surgery this week, and those waiting for a cure: that they
may sense God’s compassion in the loving hands of their caregivers, we pray…”

2. These are petitions.
As nice as it might be, this is not the time to list
the things for which we are thankful. For
example, at the anniversary Mass of a parish, you
might hear, “In thanksgiving for the pastor and
staff of this parish and for the good work they do,
we pray…” The form of the general intercessions
need to be petitionary—asking God, not thanking
God. This example can easily becoming
petitionary by rewording it: “For the pastor and
staff of this parish: that the Spirit will guide them
in their continued good work and faithful
leadership, we pray…”

3. Be poetic.
All the prayers of the liturgy are meant to be poetic. That is, the words need to stir our hearts,
engage our imagination, and cause us to desire the very thing we think is impossible and
unimaginable—the reign of God on earth. Jesus used poetry to describe this reign. He never said,
“Heaven is the concrete proleptic manifestation of the salvific action of the cross and
resurrection of Jesus, enabled by the Holy Spirit, made real for believers in Christ.” Instead,
Jesus used poetry: “The kingdom of heaven may be likened to a man who sowed good seed in
his field…” (Matthew 13:24), or “The Kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed…” (Matthew
13:21). Jesus used these metaphors and images to move people’s hearts (because moving a
person’s heart is the first step toward conversion). Use the images, phrases, and moods from the
scriptures of the day (or from the liturgical season) to inspire the wording of your intercessions.

4. Be concise. Don’t be preachy.
Crafting good prayer is a bit like writing good music. It needs rhythm and meter, flow and
gracefulness. Longer sentences can sometimes lose rhythm or have a stilted feel. Shorter
sentences and phrases, similar to a litany, have a movement and pace that makes the prayer
almost like breathing, impelling us to reply: “Lord, hear our prayer.” Longer sentences may have
a tendency to be “preachy,” narrowing the “generalness” of the intercession and the ability of the
assembly to assent to it. Stick with shorter phrases, and speak the words out loud, listening for a
smooth rhythm to the words and a fluid transition between sentences.



5. Be consistent.
The structure of the intercessions should be consistent
among all the petitions. Petitions usually take one of three
forms:

1. “For_____, we pray…”
2. “That____, we pray…”
3. “For____: that____, we pray…”

All three forms are acceptable. The first tends to flow better
and be less preachy. The last allows for the use of more
images. Whichever form you use, use it for all the petitions.
Don’t change it up part way through the intercessions. Also,
don’t change the assembly’s response every week as it
confuses people. Using a different response for the various
liturgical seasons is an idea, but keep that response for the
whole season and make sure it makes sense and is a true
response. “Come, Lord Jesus,” as much as it fits well in the
Advent Season, doesn’t really fit a petition.

6. Consider being musical.
Singing prayer well adds solemnity to the prayer. Many parishes use a seasonal sung response
for the intercession. Consider having a cantor chant the petitions.

7. Do your role and only your role.
The liturgy is like a living body. In a healthy body, each part has a particular function, and only
that body part does that function. If the body is healthy, the foot never takes over the hand’s job.
It could try, but it wouldn’t be as good as the hand, nor would the body be as efficient or
effective. In a similar way, each member of the liturgical assembly has a particular function and
should do only that function. The presider, though he may be capable of reading the
intercessions, should do only his job of presiding. His job is to call the assembly to pray at the
beginning of the Prayer of the Faithful and to collect all the petitions into a final concluding
prayer. If there is a deacon present for the Mass, he is the primary reader of the petitions. If
there is no deacon, the second lector takes that function. If the prayers are sung, the cantor takes
this role.

8. These are prayers of the “faithful.”
The General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 69 says, “In the Universal prayer or Prayer
of the Faithful, the people respond in some sense to the Word of God which they have
received in faith and, exercising the office of their baptismal Priesthood, offer prayers to
God for the salvation of all.” Only the baptized can genuinely pray the Prayer of the Faithful,
and it is their right and responsibility to offer these prayers. Thus, during the period of the
catechumenate, catechumens are dismissed from the assembly before the Creed and the Prayer of



the Faithful. Because they are baptized and have a right and duty to pray the Prayer of the
Faithful, candidates remain in the assembly.  They should never be dismissed from Mass. There
should be an intercession for the catechumens.

9. Follow the sequence.
There are four basic things we pray for, and these are outlined in the General Instruction of the
Roman Missal, no. 70. They are:

a.) for the needs of the Church;
b.) for public authorities and the salvation of the whole world;
c.) for those burdened by any kind of difficulty;
d.) for the local community.

There should be at least one intercession for each of these topics.  Feel free to compose more
than one intercession for each topic so that you don’t try to cram everything that needs to be
prayed for into one petition.  For example, have one petition for the nation and another petition
for local authorities.

10.  Know the world around you.
Like preaching, writing good intercessions requires that you read the newspaper, watch the
news, and know what’s going on in your local and global communities. It’s amazing to hear
how many parishes simply use the “canned” intercessions from books that were published at
least a year ago without incorporating anything that is on the hearts and minds of real people in
their parish, city, nation, and world today. No “pre-written” intercession resource could have
prepared for September 11, Hurricane Katrina, the San Francisco earthquake in 1989, the
Newtown, Connecticut tragedy, Columbine, the Boston Bombing or the mass shooting in Las
Vegas. It is our responsibility and duty as baptized people to pray for these very needs and
concerns.

SITTING DOWN TO WRITE THE GENERAL INTERCESSIONS

1. Read the 10 principles for writing the Prayer of the
Faithful (above).

2. Pray for wisdom, creativity, and guidance.

3. Read the Gospel, the first reading, the responsorial
psalm, and the second reading for the Mass for which you
are writing. Underline or list key phrases that stand out
for you. Things to look for are: a.) actions that God has
done, is doing, or will do; b.) metaphors and poetic
phrases; c.) commands.



4.  List a few images from the liturgical season for which you are writing, or images of the
celebration for which you are preparing (e.g. funeral, wedding, baptism).  For example, Easter
would have images of new life, resurrection, mission. A wedding evokes images of promise,
bond, family.

5. If possible, find out what music is being planned for the celebration. Look for strong
phrases and images from the text.

6. List the concerns that are on people’s minds right now. Include: a.) what is going on in your
parish community; b.) what is going on in your surrounding community (e.g. city, county, state);
c.) what is going on in the nation; d.) what is going on in the world.

7. Pick one form which you will use for all the intercessions: a.) “For____,” b.) “That____,” c.)
“For____: that____.”

8. Begin writing, playing with the images and scriptural phrases using the four basic topics as
your starting point and connecting them to the current concerns of your assembly. Stick with
your chosen form. For this initial writing, just try to evoke the sense of the prayer, getting a feel
for the need and the mood of the intention and the mood of the assembly based on the liturgical
season and the scripture.

9. Speak out loud what you have initially written. Check for “preachy” attitudes or narrow
wording. Imagine your assembly. Can they all assent to this prayer? Can they all participate fully
in this intention? If there’s any doubt, rewrite it.

10. Speak out loud your second draft. Listen for the rhythm of the words and the way each line
flows into the next. Cross out and rewrite weak images, phrases, or clichés, such as “May they
know the love of God.” A stronger more evocative phrase would be, “May they be embraced by
the tender love of God.” Avoid “church-speak” or code language, such as, “For those in the
RCIA.”  You might know what “RCIA” stands for and means, but not everyone will. Instead say,
“For those preparing to be baptized/for full communion and for those who walk with them.”

11. Speak out loud your third draft. Get other’s opinions and test it with fellow-parishioners
before Mass. Be ready to change it Saturday afternoon or even 5 minutes before Mass if a critical
event takes places between the writing of your last draft and Mass.


