10/11/2016

THE

The Ministry of the Lector | America Magazine

NATIO NAL

CATHO LIC

RE V IE W

DONATE
SUBSCRIBE
Facebook Twitter

LinkedIn

The Ministry of the Lector
March 29, 2004 Issue

James M. Schellman

The fifth in the LentEaster series 'Good Liturgy'
Roman Catholics have not generally been thought of as people of the word, that is, of the Bible. This has
been considered one of the dividing lines between Catholics and other Christians for nearly 500 years.
The past 30some years, however, have witnessed a sea change in biblical familiarity among Catholics.
This is mostly a result of the Scripture now enshrined in our own language throughout Catholic
worship. For most of us, this word is experienced especially through the biblical readings proclaimed,
preached and savored Sunday after Sunday during the Liturgy of the Word at Mass.
Contrast our present Sunday experience with the way it used to be. Formerly, the priest read the
Scripturesfirst in Latin at the altar with his back to the people, and then in English at the pulpit. The
readings were passages from the epistles and Gospels arranged in one set of Scripture readings that was
repeated year after year. On Sundays a homily usually followed, but rarely did the homily have much to
do with the Scripture passages just heard.
The present Lectionary for Mass must be viewed as one of the most remarkably effective achievements of
the church in centuries. Through it the Catholic community as a whole now experiences the biblical word
in corporate worship in a breadth and depth unknown for hundreds of years. Over the course of a three
year cycle of readings and psalms, we now have proclaimed and preached most of the New Testament and
carefully chosen selections from the Old Testament, including the poetic words of the psalms. This
prayerful communal discipline is forming us in ways we can only begin to imagine.
This worship experience has proved so winning that many of our Christian sisters and brothers in North
America and other parts of the world now use an ecumenical version of this lectionary (called the
Common Lectionary) for their Sunday worship. Among these communities are the Lutherans, United
Methodists, Anglicans, Presbyterians and the United Church. It is wonderful that after centuries of
division, we are in fact in union at the table of the word with these fellow believers. Who would have
thought this possible even a few years ago? But the full flowering of this Spiritinspired development is
still before us.
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A Sacramental Presence
The power and significance of the biblical word at worship can be glimpsed in the early experience of the
church. During times of persecution, lectors, or readerswhose ministry was to prepare and proclaim the
word at worshipwere among those local church leaders who were particular targets. The proclamation of
Scripture was perceived by the persecuting authorities for what it wasa powerful and galvanizing force for
Christian presence and action in the world.
A renewed understanding of the importance and power of this liturgical ministry led to its restoration in
our time. Providentially, this restored ministry has as its purpose to break open the far richer treasury of
biblical readings now available to the Catholic people at worship. This is symbolized by the bound
Lectionary itself. Over the centuries it had become part of the book of Mass prayers used by the priest
celebrant. (This development coincided with the gradual absorption of various roles in the liturgy by the
ordained.) The ministry of the reader once again has its own liturgical book, as does the ministry of the
priestcelebrant.
The deep significance of this ministry lies in its close connection with the contemporary recovery of a
fuller sacramental understanding of our Catholic worship. All of us need to become more deeply
immersed in the church’s ongoing renewal of understanding of the word in that worship. Consider, for
example, this observation from the Second Vatican Council’s Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei
Verbum):

The church has always venerated the divine Scriptures just as she venerates the body of the
Lord, since from the table of both the word of God and of the body of Christ she unceasingly
receives and offers to the faithful the bread of life, especially in the sacred liturgy. (No. 21)
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In other words, there are two tables at Mass, the table of the word and the table of the Lord’s body and
blood. Together they constitute a single place of worship before God. And it is from each of these tables
that we are fed, that we receive the bread of life. Implicit in this teaching is the understanding of the real
presence of Christ now embraced by the church:

For at the celebration of Mass, which perpetuates the sacrifice of the cross, Christ is really
present in the assembly gathered in his name; he is present in the person of the minister, in
his own word, and indeed substantially and permanently under the Eucharistic elements.
(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, No. 7)
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It remained for the Introduction to the Lectionary for Mass to bring out the intimate and indivisible link
between the Lord’s presence in these two tables, that is, at the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the
Eucharist:

As a help toward celebrating the memorial of the Lord with eager devotion, the faithful should
be keenly aware of the one presence of Christ in both the word of God  it is he himself who
speaks when the sacred Scriptures are read in the churchand above all under the eucharistic
species. (No. 4)

The Word as Communion
In this light we can discern in the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist something
resembling the parallel rituals of proclamation and Communion. In both liturgies we show reverence for
the presence of the Lord. These are perhaps more obvious to us in the Liturgy of the Eucharist, with bows,
genuflections, kneeling, the showing of the eucharistic elements at the consecration, the deliberate and
reverent extension of hands for the eucharistic bread and cup and the many other signs of reverence that
individuals choose to make.
Consider the similar signs of reverence during the Liturgy of the Word: the solemn announcement of each
reading; the reverent and avid listening to the proclamation of the readings; the special responses after
the readings, especially the one following the proclamation of the Gospel that acknowledges the Lord’s
presence; and the other signs associated with the Gospel readingsthe posture of standing, the Gospel
procession with use of candles and incense, the sign of the cross made on the book and by members of the
assembly and the final kissing of the book.
Consider next the similar ritual flow of the rituals of word and table. The Liturgy of the Eucharist achieves
its center and high point in the eucharistic prayer, the solemn proclamation of God’s saving deeds. In this
proclamation bread and wine become the Lord’s body and blood; and in the strength of this presence, the
assembly offers prayers of intercession for the church, the world and the deceased and prays for the unity
of the church. This solemn proclamation brings us to the breaking of the eucharistic bread and the
pouring of the eucharistic wine, actions consummated in eucharistic Communion. In receiving the Lord’s
body and blood, we are made one with him and one another as food and drink for a world beloved of and
longing for God in Christ.
In the Liturgy of the Word, the readings culminate in the solemn proclamation of the Gospel. This leads
to the homily, a breaking open of the proclaimed word for the nourishment of the assembly. This
Communion in the Lord, present in the word, is then extended during a period of communal silence, a
time for savoring that word in the hearts of the assembly. Strengthened by this nourishment, the
assembly then brings to the table its priestly prayers of intercession for the church, the world and those in
particular need.

Proclaiming the Word
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In this light, it becomes apparent that the ministry of the reader at Mass is pivotal to the whole liturgical
celebration. At stake is the experience of the sacramental presence of the Lord both in the word and
Communion and with one another.
Effective proclamation of the word is therefore an intrinsic part of the whole celebration. Spoken
communication is first of all a human reality, requiring the use of simple human skills. As was declared
over 400 years ago at the Council of Trent, sacraments are for people, that is, bodily spirits destined for
resurrected life.
To proclaim the biblical word at worship with little or no interpretive emphasis is just as misguided as to
proclaim it with too much. Last year on the Third Sunday of Advent, I heard one reader render the
magnificent passage from St. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians in an utterly deadpan way. I was appalled at
the travesty of hearing, Rejoice in the Lord always. I shall say it again: rejoice! delivered so dully.
Interpretation is not a choice; it is inevitable. It begins the moment the reader steps to the ambo. The
challenge is to bring to the reading the telling combination of prayerful, intelligent preparation as well as
the unique personality and skill that each reader possesses.
Above all, the readers must understand and believe that they are performing a real ministry of presence
and communion. They must accept that the Lord is active and present to the assembly through their
proclamation, that the Lord longs to speak and be heard in the biblical word they enunciate. It is a word
for this assembly, here and now, and each of its members is called to hear and respond to that word
today, this week, over the coming weeks.
By the words with which the reading concludes, The Word of the Lord, the reader invites the assembly to
acknowledge the Lord’s presence, as does the eucharistic minister with the words The Body of Christ. I
recall the first time I experienced a reader make a real pause at the end of a reading and then, looking full
at the assembly, announce The Word of the Lord with a gentle deliberation that made one feel invited to
receive that word with joyful assent: Thanks be to God!
Further, as the church has long taught, in Communion we become what we receive. In receiving and
celebrating God’s word alive in our midst, we become the Lord’s own presence and longing for a world
better than the one we have helped shape. We become in Christ that transforming word to the world, the
means by which it is transformed into what God intended from all time.
Lectors need to understand all this and more. When I have the privilege of forming readers for this
ministry, I do not begin with the elements of public proclamation. Skills development is the last step.
Instead, I invite them first of all to a deep and honest reflection on their own journey in and with Christ.
As the Scriptures tell us, this is the Christ who became sin itself for our salvation. In other words, God in
Christ has entered into the very brokenness of the great story that began in that first garden and that
continues to unfold uniquely in each one of us. We need to bring all that we are into God’s presence. It is
our full human experience that God addresses in the Scriptures. Nothing must be left out. And all must be
transformed.
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So I try to help these ministers of the word learn how that word ministers first of all to them. But before
turning to training in the skills of public proclamation, another critical formative step must occur. I invite
them to imagine the personal stories of those to whom they proclaim this living word. They need only
recall their own journey in Christits ups and downs, its heartbreak, failures and unutterable longingsin
order to communicate this to those who look up expectantly at the announcement that this is A reading
from ....
Hundreds of similar stories abound in the hearts and minds of those who struggle to hear the Lord in this
word: children, parents, single people, straight, gay, lifelong Catholics, catechumens coming to Mass
fresh and expectant, those who have lost those they love, those who have failed those who love them. To
each and all, the Lord now speaks a unique word, and the reader is God’s chosen instrument in that very
moment of its communication: The word of the Lord!
James M. Schellman is executive director of The North American Forum on the Catechumenate, a network of
parish and diocesan ministers dedicated to the implementation of the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults.
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COMMENTS
Mary Neary | 5/31/2007  3:15pm
Last fall I brought together our Eucharistic Ministers and our Lectors for a workshop. It was at the workshop I realized that
most people (catholics) do not fully understand the presence of God to us in both forms...Bread and Word! Your article
helped bring clarity and insight. Many of our lectors and Extraordinary ministers wanted to know why I was having a
meeting with both groups??? The connection was not obvious, nor did they understand. I believe this workshop was a
divine invitation to all of us to understand at a deeper level the presence of God to us all today 2007 in the form of Bread
and in the Word of God we hear! Thank you and God Bless!
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Regarding your comment that prior to Vatican II, the priest first read the Scriptures in Latin and then in English, I
remember many times that the priest never even bothered to read the Epistle in English.

As a Lector, however, I am somewhat surprised that no document has been prepared  on the diocesan level  as an
aide to Lectors. Your article would be important part of the kind of document that I would envisage. Thank you.

or register to post comments
George Haag | 3/25/2004  2:39pm
log in

Regarding your comment that prior to Vatican II, the priest first read the Scriptures in Latin and then in English, I
remember many times that the priest never even bothered to read the Epistle in English.

As a Lector, however, I am somewhat surprised that no document has been prepared  on the diocesan level  as an
aide to Lectors. Your article would be important part of the kind of document that I would envisage. Thank you.
log in

or

register

to post comments

RECENTLY BY JAMES M. SCHELLMAN
http://americamagazine.org/issue/479/article/ministrylector

5/6

10/11/2016

The Ministry of the Lector | America Magazine

Liturgy Inculturated (November 1, 2004)
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Wallace offers insight to various understandings of the lector's work (job, ministry, vocation), and reflects on the mystery of God who
speaks to - and through - us in the Word. Includes ideas for ongoing technique development, as well as a guide to meeting the needs of
the text, listeners, and liturgical setting. Divided into three parts, this work begins with Part One, The Lector - What's in a Name?
Sections in Part Two, God's Word Spoken to Us are: The Word of the Lord," *The Word of God and the Bible, - *The Word of God and
the Liturgy, - *The Word of God and the Lectio

