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 Last week I shared with you an introduction to The General Instruction of the 
Roman Missal (GIRM). Today I want to share with you about posture and gesture. The 
GIRM says that  “a common bodily posture, to be observed by all those taking part, is a 
sign of the unity of the members of the Christian community gathered together for the 
Sacred Liturgy, for it expresses the intentions and spiritual attitude of the participants 
and also fosters them” (GIRM, 42). Our common posture speaks volumes not only 
about what we believe, but it speaks to the communal nature of the Mass.  

During the Liturgy of the Word, the first part of every Mass, we are aware of 
posture and gesture as we enter the church.  We bless ourselves with water from the 
baptismal font (for those who enter through the narthex) or from the bowl of 
baptismal/holy water (for those who enter through the north door). This ritual gesture 
reminds us of our baptism, our entry into the Church, as well as the Trinitarian formula 
by which we were baptized.  

Then upon entering the nave, we bow to the altar. Since the Blessed Sacrament 
is reserved in a chapel separate from the nave, we do not genuflect upon entering the 
nave. “A genuflection, made by bending the right knee to the ground, signifies 
adoration, and therefore it is reserved for the Most Blessed Sacrament” (GIRM, 274) 
according to the GIRM. Therefore, the appropriate gesture upon entering our church is 
a profound bow to the altar. This would be the same at St. James Cathedral or at St. 
Peter’s in Rome, for example, since the Blessed Sacrament is reserved in a separate 
chapel in both of those churches as well. (You notice that in the entrance procession 
and in the closing procession, the liturgical ministers also bow, they do not genuflect, 
according to the norms of the GIRM.) However, if one enters the Blessed Sacrament 
Chapel, the appropriate gesture is a genuflection, and one genuflects again upon 
leaving the Blessed Sacrament Chapel as well.  

All stand from the beginning of the entrance procession until the end of the 
Universal Prayer (Prayers of the Faithful), except when all are seated for the first and 
second readings and the homily. All stand for the Gospel to demonstrate “the great 
reverence that is to be shown to this reading” (GIRM, 60). 

It is important to note that if anyone is unable to follow the norms for posture and 
gesture due to illness or mobility, they are welcome to do what will suit them best, e.g., 
sitting during the proclamation of the Gospel. No one is expected to do something that 
is beyond their ability to carry it out during the Mass or any liturgy.  

Everyone who participates in Mass forms “one body, whether in hearing the 
Word of God, or in taking part in the prayers and in the singing… This unity is beautifully 
apparent from the gestures and bodily postures observed together by the faithful” 
(GIRM, 96). You can read the entire GIRM if you wish; it is available at 
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/the-mass/general-instruction-of-the-roman-
missal.  


