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When children are baptized during Sunday Mass, the liturgy begins at the entrance to the church, where the rite of reception occurs.

Celebrating Sacraments in the
Midst of the Sunday Assembly
Daniel J. Merz
Busy pastors, especially those with large parishes, may question
the wisdom of celebrating the Sacraments of Baptism,
Matrimony, and Anointing of the Sick during Sunday Mass.
Their concerns and questions are legitimate. The Introduction to
the Rite of Baptism for Children advocates for Baptism during
the Easter Vigil and Sunday Mass but provides a caution for
doing so (9). When sacraments other than Eucharist are celebrated judiciously during Sunday Mass, the experience of all
involved—including the priest—may be enhanced.
This article will consider the Church’s teaching on combining sacraments with Sunday Mass and make suggestions
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regarding how this may be done to everyone’s advantage. I
would argue that pastors should not hold a bias against either
option (during or outside of Mass), and that it would be unfortunate for the faithful to be unfamiliar with the experience of
these sacraments during Sunday Mass.

BAPTISM

The Introduction to the Rite of Baptism for Children recommends that Baptism take place at the Easter Vigil or on a Sunday
in order to “bring out the paschal character of baptism,” since
this is when the Church “commemorates the Lord’s resurrection” (9). The introduction further specifies that on Sunday,
“baptism may be celebrated even during Mass, so that the entire
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community may be present and the necessary relationship
Some have commented that the prayer for blessing
between baptism and eucharist may be clearly seen.” It then
the water feels verbose. This prayer, which packs a lot of salvaimmediately adds, “but this should not be done too often.”
tion history into one place, deserves solemnity since it is the
The caution is warranted. I’m the pastor of two parishes, the
key moment of epicletic (consecratory) prayer for the foundalarger of which is composed of about 510 families. In 2016,
tional sacrament of the Christian life. Nonetheless, two alternatwenty-nine Baptisms were celebrated. If there had been a
tive formulas may be used (especially during Easter Time)
Baptism at Mass on twenty-nine out of fifty-two Sundays, what
that are slightly shorter, and that include invocations by
may have initially been a positive experience for the faithful
the assembly.
could have become burdensome.
The celebration of Baptism during Mass has many advanSolutions may include celebrating Baptisms at Mass once a
tages, among them the presence of musicians and a cantor or
quarter or six times a year (apart from the Easter Vigil), but circhoir who will facilitate the singing of the antiphons during the
cumstances also will occur in which the best solution is Baptism
rite—for example, after the Baptism proper.
without Mass—though Sunday would still be the recommended
During the discussion about the celebration, parents
day. The Church gives us options for use when appropriate. For
should be assured that the priest will direct their words and
calendar reasons or for strong personal reasons, it may be good
movements during the rite and that their answers to the queries
to celebrate a Baptism outside of Mass, but it is also valuable, for
during Baptism are short. To encourage the family to opt for the
pastoral as well as theological reasons, for the faithful to celecelebration of Baptism during Mass, it may be helpful to explain
brate Baptism during the Sunday Mass.
the following points:
When Baptism is celebrated during Mass, the Church pre• Baptism incorporates us into the Mystical Body of Christ,
scribes certain adaptations. The liturgy begins at the doors of the
which is gathered at Mass.
church, where the rite of receiving the children takes place. The
rubrics state that this ceremony, through the signing of the cross
• Baptism opens the door to participation in the Mass.
on the infants’ foreheads, takes the place of the Greeting and
• Baptism, like all the rites of the Church, is a public liturgy.
Penitential Act of Mass. Thus, after the signing, the entrance
chant or song is begun and the family join in the procession and
• It is valuable for the faithful to experience the Rite of Baptism
take their places in the pews, while the celebrant reverences the
and to pray for the one being baptized.
altar and goes to the chair, at which point the Kyrie, eleison is
sung, followed by the Gloria. Alternatively, in place of the usual
HOLY MATRIMONY
entrance chant, a Kyrie litany could be sung during the procesThe Order of Celebrating Matrimony (OCM) accords an
sion to the sanctuary, at the end of which would follow the
increased emphasis to the role of the assembly. The celebrant
Gloria (except on Sundays of Advent and Lent) and the Collect.
addresses the assembly in regard to the couple in the suggested
The readings are normally from the Sunday, though duropening words: “Let us support them with our affection, with
ing Ordinary Time and Christmas
our friendship, and with our prayer as
Time it is permissible to take all the
their brothers and sisters.” In the rite
readings from the Mass or Ritual for
itself, which occurs after the homily,
Baptism (Introduction, 29.2a). On
the rubrics presume that the assembly
other Sundays and solemnities, one
is standing during the exchange of
reading for Baptism may be substiconsent, alert, respectful, and engaged.
tuted. After the homily, the Rite of
Immediately after the Reception of
Baptism continues, beginning with
Consent, a dialogue occurs between celthe prayer of exorcism. The Creed is
ebrant and the assembly, “Let us bless
omitted, as this will take place during
the Lord. Thanks be to God.” This diathe Rite of Baptism. The Universal
logue (or a similar acclamation) attempts
Prayer is that used in the Rite of
to draw the assembly more deeply
Baptism, though petitions should be
into the active role of praying for and
added for the universal Church and
supporting the married couple. After
the needs of the world. After the
the Blessing and Giving of Rings, there is
explanatory rites, Mass continues as
the option for the assembly to sing a
usual. It would be fitting in the introhymn or canticle of praise—another
duction to the Our Father to remind
illustration of the Church’s teaching that
the assembly of our common spirit of
every marriage is the responsibility of
adoption as sons and daughters,
the whole community of faith. The
which the newly baptized now posintroduction notes a desire to promote
sess, and on behalf of whom we pray
the awareness of this responsibility
the Our Father. At the end of Mass, the Celebrating the Sacrament of Matrimony during Sunday Mass
by encouraging the presence of as
formulas of blessing may be taken from provides for the communitarian nature of the sacrament and
many of the faithful as possible at the
focuses the couple on the love they share.
the Rite of Baptism.
wedding ceremony:
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Priests and deacons are all too familiar with a common
lament about weddings: the assembly rarely participates, and the
atmosphere can sometimes feel like a beauty pageant or fashion
show rather than a sacred sacrament. In his exhortation The Joy
of Love, Pope Francis acknowledges and challenges this lament:
Short-term preparations for marriage tend to be concentrated on invitations, clothes, the party, and any number of
other details that tend to drain not only the budget but
energy and joy as well. The spouses come to the wedding
ceremony exhausted and harried
rather than focused and ready for
the great step that they are about
to take. . . . Here, let me say a few
words to fiancés. Have the courage
to be different. Don’t let yourselves
be swallowed up by a society of
consumption and empty appearances. What is important is the
love you share, strengthened and
sanctified by grace. You are capable of opting for a more modest
and simple celebration in which
love takes precedence over everything else. Pastoral workers and
the entire community should make
this priority the norm rather than
the exception. (212)

Masses may be that they attend with the mindset of a guest at a
party, making them reluctant to speak or act engaged. If, however, the wedding takes place at Sunday Mass, the usual members of the faithful would be coming to Mass with a different
mentality, ready to participate and respond as usual. The couple
who celebrates their wedding at Sunday Mass may be less
inclined to set themselves apart from how the Mass is usually
celebrated. Such conditions could encourage a more robust participation of the assembly and a humbler demeanor from the
couple, though these and other reasons could make it challenging to convince the couple.
Some dioceses in the United States have policies against
weddings on Sunday, but the rationale for such policies is normally to protect the priests from additional Sunday Masses. In
the scenario in which a couple is married during Mass, however,
the priest would celebrate fewer Masses during a weekend since
the Saturday wedding Mass, for example, would be combined
with an already existing Saturday evening or Sunday Mass. In
large parishes with many wedding celebrations, this option
could become more challenging, unless
participants are willing for the ceremony to include several couples, which
would also lengthen the Sunday Mass.
It is not necessary for every wedding to
take place during Mass, but offering the
option to couples and providing the
opportunity to the parish to participate
in a Sunday Mass with a wedding
would be a catechetical feat. The following suggestions could help encourage
couples to decide to have their weddings during Mass:
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Since Marriage is ordered toward the increase and sanctification of the People of God, its celebration displays a communitarian character that encourages the participation also
of the parish community, at least through some of its members. With due regard for local customs and as occasion
suggests, several Marriages may be celebrated at the same
time or the celebration of the Sacrament may take place during the Sunday assembly. (28; emphasis added)

• Marriage is a public and sacred
reality, and Sunday Mass invites the
greater parish community to support
and pray for the couple.

• If a large crowd is not expected,
Notice that the challenge is not Whether First Communion is celebrated at Mass with
the Sunday assembly will bolster
only directed to the fiancés, but to “pas- individuals, in a small group, or a large class, it is ideal
the attendance, which enhances
toral workers and the entire commu- to receive the sacrament for the first time on Sunday, the
the experience.
Day of the Lord, when the community gathers faithfully
nity,” who are directed to make the for the Breaking of the Bread.
• A wedding during Sunday Mass can
vision of “a more modest and simple
be great catechesis for the parish and
celebration in which love takes preceespecially the children and youth.
dence over everything else” their priority until it becomes the
norm. Certainly, such a vision is a cultural shift that requires
• A banquet and dance can be scheduled for Sunday afternoon
an approach on multiple levels: preaching at the Sunday Mass,
(which might keep some some guests from overindulging,
catechesis in the schools and religious education, and marriage
resulting in a safer event).
preparation in which the couple hears the same vision from
• The priest who is presiding will have one less liturgy to prepare.
multiple parties.
An additional approach that could help is by celebrating
• A wedding during Sunday Mass may be a simpler ceremony,
the wedding during a regular Sunday Mass. OCM, 34, states that
and thereby a less expensive wedding!
if “the parish community participates in a Sunday Mass during
which Marriage is celebrated,” the Sunday Mass (rather than the
FIRST COMMUNION
Ritual Mass) is used, though a reading for Marriage may be subFor many parishes, the choice of whether First Communion
stituted during a Sunday in Christmas or Ordinary Time. A reaoccurs during one of the regularly scheduled Sunday Masses
son that the assembly does not participate well during wedding
or during another Mass has to do with the number of first
6
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communicants and the size of the church. Sometimes the First
Communion Mass may be held at a different time than the regularly scheduled Sunday Mass to avoid the overcrowding of the
church. This is understandable, but there is virtue in striving
to celebrate First Communion at one of the regularly scheduled
Sunday Masses. To achieve this end, some pastors will offer
the choice to (or assign) First Communion families from among
several designated Sunday Masses, thus spreading the numbers
over two or more Masses and relieving any potential congestion.
Sundays during Easter Time (celebrating the Lord’s Resurrection)
are especially appropriate for first reception of this sacrament.
Another fitting time would be during the Sundays in Year B when
the Bread of Life discourse from the Gospel of John is proclaimed.
Any Sunday, though, is appropriate for the celebration of
First Communion.
Celebrating First Communion at Sunday Mass does not
necessarily increase the duration of Mass. The additions usually
consist of the custom of the communicants processing with the
celebrant at the beginning and end of Mass, and then of the first
communicants receiving Holy Communion before the rest of the
assembly. The priest celebrant would be encouraged to mention
the importance of the sacrament in his
homily. He could also add a brief
exhortation just before reception.
There is a rubric in the Missal for the
Easter Vigil (64) that states, “Before
the Ecce Agnus Dei (Behold the Lamb
of God), the Priest may briefly address
the newly baptized about receiving
their first Communion and about the
excellence of this great mystery, which
is the climax of Initiation and the center of the whole of Christian life.”
Whether First Communion is
celebrated at Mass with individuals, a
small group, or a large class, it is ideal
to receive the sacrament for the first
time on Sunday, the Day of the Lord,
when the community gathers faithfully for the Breaking of the Bread.
The Apostles first received the Risen
Lord on Sunday, and it is fitting that
our children do so too, in the midst of
the regular Sunday assembly.

Upon praying the Anointing of the Sick with a parishioner, I love to tell them that now they have the prayer of the
Church with them. The communitarian dimension to this sacrament is vital, and although many times those in need of its
power will be unable to attend Sunday Mass, it is good to offer it
to those who can attend, because in the midst of the Church our
prayer is magnified.
Within the ritual Pastoral Care of the Sick (PCS), we find
the following rubrics:
• 131. When the condition of the sick person permits, and
especially when communion is to be received, the sacrament
of anointing may be celebrated within Mass.
• 133. The priest should ensure that the sick who wish
to celebrate the sacrament of penance have a convenient
opportunity to do so before Mass.
• 134. When the ritual Mass for the anointing of the sick is
celebrated, the priest wears white vestments. The readings are
taken from The Lectionary for Mass (2nd edition, nos. 790–795)
or from Part III [of the PCS], unless the sick person and those
involved with the priest in planning
the liturgy choose other readings
from Scripture.
The ritual Mass for the anointing
of the sick is not permitted during the
Easter Triduum, on the solemnities
of Christmas, Epiphany, Ascension,
Pentecost, Corpus Christi, or on
a solemnity which is a Holyday of
Obligation. On these occasions,
the texts and readings are taken from
the Mass of the day. Although the
ritual Mass is also excluded on the
Sundays of Advent, Lent, and the
Easter season, on solemnities, Ash
Wednesday, and the weekdays of
Holy Week, one of the readings may
be taken from the Scripture texts
indicated above, and the special form
of the final blessing may be used.
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The insertion of this sacrament
during Sunday Mass takes place in
the following way: The introductory
paragraph entitled “Reception of the
ANOINTING OF THE SICK
Sick” (135) is given after the Sign of
The Anointing of the Sick is a beautithe Cross and Greeting, and then
ful sacrament of tenderness and
Mass continues as usual with the
beauty, a sacrament of physical and
Penitential Act. After the homily, the
spiritual healing. In the rite of anoint- In the Anointing of the Sick, Christian hope is renewed by
Liturgy of Anointing takes place with
ing, the sick person is united with the revealing the divine mercy and the reign of God over sickness. the Litany, Laying on of Hands, Prayer
praying Church and with the sufferover the Oil, Anointing, and Prayer
ing Christ. Within this sacramental experience of faith, comafter Anointing. A special blessing formula may be used at the
munity, and God, those troubling questions that attend illness
end of Mass.
and physical suffering lose some of their urgency. In their place,
A central element of this sacrament (in addition to the
we find instead the warmth of faith and the light of hope; we find
prayer of faith and the anointing) is the laying on of hands. The
that we are remembered and valued.
Church desires this laying on of hands be a physical touch, and
PastoralLiturgy.org
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so if there are a large number of people to be anointed, it is best
to have additional priests present to help.
The ecclesial dimensions of this sacrament harmonize well
with the ecclesial reality of the Sunday assembly. First, in this sacrament, Christian hope is renewed by revealing the divine mercy
and the reign of God over sickness. The sick person is thus charged
to become a witness to hope and mercy for the rest of the community. Secondly, the sacrament helps the sick to see their sufferings
from the perspective of faith: union with the sufferings of Christ
and with his body, the Church. This union gives meaning to
human suffering in a way that witnesses to the whole Church.
Thirdly, the sick person encounters the body of Christ in the
Christian community. Even if the sacrament is only celebrated
between the sick person and the priest, the Mystical Body of Christ
is present, but this reality is more easily grasped in the midst of
the Sunday assembly. “When we anoint the body of a sick person,
we anoint not only that individual but also the ecclesial body
of Christ” (Susan K. Wood, scl, “The Paschal Mystery: The
Intersection of Ecclesiology and Sacramental Theology in the Care
of the Sick,” in Recovering the Riches of Anointing: A Study of the
Sacrament of the Sick [Liturgical Press, 2002], 7).
An important consideration before arranging for the
Anointing of the Sick during the Sunday assembly is catechizing
the faithful regarding who can be anointed. The following criteria are put forth as a help in this regard.
• One must be baptized, alive, and ordinarily be Catholic
(see bullet points in next column).
• Not only those in danger of death, but anyone seriously ill
who begins to be in danger, that is, at the onset of a serious
illness. They can be anointed again if they fall into a more
serious crisis during the same illness or if, after recovery, they
develop a serious illness again. In cases of doubt whether the
person is seriously ill, the minister may anoint (Code of Canon
Law [CIC], canon 1005).
• The elderly can be anointed if they have become notably
weakened even though no serious illness is present (PCS, 11).
This is not, however, permission to anoint everyone over a
certain age, but only those “notably weakened” by age.
• Those who have a serious mental illness and who can be
comforted by the sacrament (PCS, 53), though mental illness
alone does not suffice. A serious illness must also be present.
They do not need to have an intellectual understanding of the
sacrament or the ability to express their faith rationally; they
only need the capacity to be strengthened by the celebration.
• It could be possible to anoint someone who is suffering from
alcoholism or in an acute phase of their recovery where
suffering is great. On the other hand, an alcoholic who has
stopped drinking, though always an alcoholic, is not eligible
for the sacrament on that basis. Reconciliation and Eucharist
are more appropriate ways of gaining spiritual strength to
maintain recovery.
• Children can be anointed if they have sufficient use of reason
to be strengthened by the sacrament (PCS, 12).
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• Baptized persons who once had the use of reason but
subsequently lost their mental faculties due to senility,
unconsciousness, mental illness, or some other reason
may nevertheless be anointed (CIC, canon 1006).
• Catholic priests may anoint separated Eastern Christians
and those in canonically equivalent churches (for example,
the Society of St. Pius X) whenever such Christians ask for the
sacrament on their own and are properly disposed.
• Protestants can be anointed in danger of death or for some
other grave necessity when, in the judgment of the diocesan
bishop or the conference of bishops, they cannot approach
a minister of their own denomination, provided they ask for
the sacrament on their own, manifest a Catholic faith in it,
and are properly disposed (CIC, canon 844).
It is important to keep in mind that the following cannot
be anointed:
• Children who have not yet reached the age of reason. As long
as the infant is incapable of personal sin—and so, of spiritual
fear, they are ineligible for the anointing, which, in its holistic
approach, is intended not merely for physical healing or
emotional calming, but an engagement on a spiritual level
that demands a certain maturity.
• “The anointing cannot be given to those who are in danger
of death but who are not seriously ill; for example, a prisoner
about to be executed or a soldier going into battle. In these
cases, Reconciliation and Eucharist are the appropriate
sacramental ministrations” (John M. Huels, Disputed Questions
in the Liturgy Today [Liturgy Training Publications, 1988], 93).
• It may not be conferred on those who obstinately persist in
manifest serious sin (CIC, canon 1007). An example would
be a person who has been excommunicated and refuses
reconciliation or who has completely abandoned the practice
of the faith and does not wish to return to the Church.
The sacraments are the greatest gifts we have in the Church.
They should be esteemed and valued above all others. And they
should be prayed, when appropriate, in the midst of the Church
on the Lord’s Day!
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