Members of various parish committees could pray the Liturgy of the Hours together before attending their meetings.
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Sanctifying Time:
The Liturgy of the Hours in the Parish
Christopher Ferraro
Many parishes have found that the communal praying of the
Liturgy of the Hours nurtures the spiritual life of the congregation. These parishes recognize that the Liturgy of the Hours has
pride of place in the prayer life of the Christian disciple. As the
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 90, states: “The divine office,
because it is the public prayer of the Church, is a source of devotion and nourishment also for personal prayer.”
Praying the Hours is an action of the entire Church1 and is
an exercise of the baptismal priesthood of Jesus Christ to which
we are called. It is a way to follow St. Paul’s directive to “pray
without ceasing”2 and to “sanctify the day and the whole range
of human activity.”3 Janet Baxendale, sc, explains that, as liturgical prayer, the Liturgy of the Hours brings people into knowledge of Christ.
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The essence of our sanctification is putting on Christ—
becoming like him, taking seriously our baptismal mission
to become a presence of Christ in the world. But in order to
do this, we must first know Christ. The liturgy is the first,
best teacher of Christ—and the Liturgy of the Hours,
because it sanctifies the entire day, is the most regular,
immediate, frequent contact the Christian can have with
liturgical prayer.4
When parishes offer the Liturgy of the Hours, they are
forming their members in prayer, a formation Pope John Paul II
said is central to parishes. “Our Christian communities,” he
said, “must become genuine ‘schools of prayer,’ where the meeting with Christ is expressed not just in imploring help but also
in thanksgiving, praise, adoration, contemplation, listening and
ardent devotion, until the heart truly ‘falls in love’” (Novo mellenio inuente, 33–34).

Parishes can help lead the faithful deep into the heart of
the Paschal Mystery and help them “fall in love” by praying the
Liturgy of the Hours, especially Morning and Evening Prayer,
with the Church’s ancient treasure chest of psalms, canticles,
hymns, readings, and prayers. The liturgical reforms of the
Second Vatican Council highlight the desire for a more generous
scheduling of the Hours in parish life: “Pastors should see to it
that the chief hours, especially vespers, are celebrated in common in church on Sundays and the more solemn feasts,”5 the
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy states. The Constitution also
notes that “it will be necessary to take into account the modern
conditions in which daily life has to be lived, especially by those
who are called to labor in apostolic works.”6 Flexibility and creativity in preparation are essential in a busy world.

Just as preparations to pray the Liturgy of the Hours requires
that the parishioners’ daily lives be taken into account, so does it
require that the communal prayer life of the parish be considered. As the parish staff reflects on how to incorporate the Hours
into the parish, considerations will include how the parish prays
publicly, including whether daily Mass is celebrated, the form of
prayer before and after meetings, and the place of Eucharistic
exposition in the parish. In those parishes where Mass is not
celebrated daily, the Liturgy of the Hours might be scheduled
each day. At parishes where Mass is celebrated daily, the Hours
might be prayed before or after Mass. Parishes will want to determine the feasibility of scheduling the celebration of the Hours
during the weekly rhythm of the parish prayer life or the option
of celebrating it during the seasons of Advent, Lent, the Sacred
Paschal Triduum, and Easter.
Additionally, the parish staff might consider incorporating
Evening Prayer into a parish mission or another retreat experience or making it part of the church’s annual anniversary of
dedication, an occasion that ought to be marked with due solemnity. Integrating praying the Hours into another occasion may
draw a greater number of participants than it would if it were to
be scheduled as a stand-alone service. The number of participants is secondary, though, to the quality of the prayer, even if
only a handful of people participate.
The General Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours affirms
that the communal praying of the Liturgy of the Hours prior to
Mass provides the community an opportunity to enhance their
spiritual offerings, “for it inspires and deepens in a fitting way
the dispositions necessary for the fruitful celebration of the
eucharist; faith, hope, love, devotion, and the spirit of selfdenial.” 7 The praying of the Liturgy of the Hours after Mass
could be seen as an extension of the mandate of the Dismissal,
“Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord.” Though the Hours
could be prayed before or after Sunday Mass, it may be difficult
to schedule it in the midst of multiple Masses.
While it is possible to combine Morning or Evening Prayer
with Mass, doing so could lead to the blurring of the character of
each liturgical celebration. The Hours should be understood as a
rich prayer form that should be allowed its own identity and space.
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INCORPORATING THE HOURS
INTO PARISH LIFE

Parishes may want to begin to incorporate the Liturgy of the Hours into parish
life by beginning to pray it during Advent, Lent, the Triduum, or Easter Time.

Consideration, too, should be given to praying Morning or
Evening Prayer during a lengthy period of Eucharistic exposition and adoration. Psalms and canticles have been appointed
for such opportunities.8 Since silence is an essential element to
both exposition and the Hours, praying the Hours complements
the contemplation and reflection of this time.
Praying the Hours as part of meetings in parishes could be
approached in varied ways. Meetings might begin with Evening
Prayer or conclude with Night Prayer. All groups and ministries
meeting on a given night could gather in the church or chapel
for a formal, communal service or each group could pray in
their meeting space. Communal recitation of Evening Prayer
takes less than fifteen minutes while Night Prayer takes less than
ten minutes. Consult www.ebreviary.com for an online resource
that allows subscribers to print out booklets for the appointed
hours. Another online resource is www.ibreviary.org.
Parishes, too, may want to consider how Catholic schools
students, as well as young people enrolled in sacramental formation or parish faith formation and youth programs, could participate in the Liturgy of the Hours. A short version of Morning or
Evening Prayer (with a psalm, reading from Scripture, and Gospel
canticle) could begin or end the weekly class time. A Confirmation
retreat would be an opportune time to invite young people to participate in the fullness and beauty of a more formal celebration of
the Hours. Young people who struggle with various situations in
their lives may relate well to the richness and variety of the psalms
and canticles prayed during the Hours. After all, the opening line
of the Hours, “God, come to my assistance,” resonates with the
experiences of young and old alike.
A parish may decide for the Hours to be part of its prayer
as the Church keeps vigil during the days of the Triduum. In
addition to the primary liturgies of the Triduum, the parish
could celebrate the following Hours:
PastoralLiturgy.org
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• Holy Thursday Night Prayer

conclusion of a parish meeting or organization where
a priest or deacon is not present. Whether the presider is
a cleric or layperson, he or she should be carefully prepared
• Good Friday Night Prayer
for leading the assembly in prayer and have a good sense of
the ars celebrandi, the art of properly celebrating the rites of
• Holy Saturday Office of Readings and Morning Prayer
the Church. Minimally, a good presider should have strong
• Easter Sunday Evening Prayer
oral communication skills, be able to make eye contact, have
A parish could also certainly schedule a communal celebragood posture, be capable of multitasking (that is, reading
tion of Morning Prayer on Holy Thursday. In fact, since there is
directions and leading prayer without losing one’s place),
no Mass on Holy Thursday morning except for the Chrism Mass
and be able to carry a tune. It goes without saying that in
at the cathedral (unless that is celebrated earlier in the week), it
addition to these skills, the presider must possess the faith
would be appropriate to celebrate Morning Prayer at the time
to believe and live out the prayers they are leading.
when Mass is normally scheduled.
Preaching is another imporEvening Prayer on Holy Thursday
tant consideration when impleand Good Friday is not celebrated by
menting the Liturgy of the Hours.
those who participate in the Evening
While an ordained minister can
Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy
certainly preach the homily, a layThursday and the Liturgy of the
person may offer a reflection.
Lord’s Passion on Good Friday,
A layperson who doesn’t regularly
respectively. On Holy Saturday,
preach should have ample opporNight Prayer is not celebrated by
tunity to work individually with
those who participate in the Easter
one or more of the clergy or
Vigil. After the principal liturgies of
trained parish staff members.
the Triduum, the Liturgy of the
A group of lay preachers might
Hours should be given pride of place
also meet together to share their
in the church’s liturgical schedule.
thoughts and ideas or perhaps
In preparation to begin
come up with a common theme. It
communal celebrationss of the
is not advisable to ask for volunHours, parishes will want to proteers for preachers. Whoever is
vide catechesis on these liturgies.
chosen should be well known to
As part of the parish faith formathe community, be active in the life
tion program, sessions could
of the parish, be of good reputadefine and describe the Liturgy of
tion, have some experience in pubthe Hours and how it is prayed.
lic speaking, be formed in the
Besides offering catechesis on the
Scriptures, and possess a deep
Church’s communal way of prayfaith. It might be advisable to seek
ing the Hours, participants could
out laypeople who have completed
be introduced to the four-volume
formal theological studies. The
Liturgy of the Hours and even the
homily or reflection need not be
one-volume Christian Prayer or
long and, given the number of
Shorter Christian Prayer.
words that are sung or recited
The layperson who leads the Liturgy of the Hours should be well
during the Hours, a short reflecformed in the art of celebrating the rites.
MINISTRIES
tion could be more effective than
A full celebration of the Hours
a longer one.
would normally include a presider, reader, server, cantor, and an
One of the most important ministries is the ministry
organist or other accompanist. If worship aids are distributed,
of the assembly, the baptized members of the Church who
ushers or ministers of hospitality will be needed as well.
exercise their baptismal priesthood when they gather to
Following general liturgical norms, each minister should only
pray the Hours communally. As the Constitution states,
perform the tasks that are designated for the particular ministry
“Christ Jesus, High Priest of the new and eternal covenant . . .
to which they are assigned and not perform more than one mincontinues his priestly work through the agency of his
istry in any given liturgical service.
Church, which is unceasingly engaged in praising the Lord
At more formal celebrations of the Hours, a priest or
and interceding for the salvation of the whole world. The
deacon normally presides.9 In many cases, a priest or deacon
Church does this not only by celebrating the eucharist, but
may not be available, particularly in settings where the
also in other ways, especially by praying the divine office.”10
Liturgy of the Hours is an alternative to daily Mass or in
Whether the church is filled to capacity or only a handful of
those parishes where the priest is responsible for multiple
people are gathered, when the Hours are prayed, time is
parishes. The Hours may also be prayed at the beginning or
sanctified and God is praised.
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• Good Friday Office of Readings and Morning Prayer
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TWO STYLES OF PRAYER

Many parishes celebrate the Hours following a format known as
“cathedral style,” characterized not by a location at the seat of
the diocese, as its name would suggest, but rather by its fixed
psalmody and focus on ritual actions, signs, symbols and gestures. Most hymnals in Catholic parishes have a basic outline for
cathedral-style Morning and Evening Prayer that can be adapted
according to the following outlines:
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Morning Prayer

Ideally, the psalms and canticles of the Liturgy of the Hours are sung.

THE ROLE OF MUSIC

Music plays an indispensable role in the communal celebration of
the Hours. The question of whether the psalms and canticles
should be chanted or recited depends on the resources available
to the parish and the level of solemnity of the gathering. Ideally
the psalms and canticles are sung whenever possible,11 especially
in more formal settings. This would require the presence of at
least a cantor, but also preferably an organist as well. The General
Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours lists several ways in which
the psalms may be sung: responsorially, antiphonally, or straight
through (in directum).12 Responsorial singing means singing a
response to a chanted verse of a psalm. The refrain is sung by the
assembly while the verses are sung by the cantor/psalmist, as in
the manner of singing the Responsorial Psalm at Mass. In antiphonal singing, the assembly is divided in such a way that the two
groups are usually separated from each other, for example: the
right and left sides of a church. The singers usually alternate: one
group sings and the other group responds. Psalms can also be
sung directly, in directum, with everyone singing the entire
psalm. Music may be of the formula type (for example, psalm
tones) or through-composed for each psalm or canticle. Options
for psalm tones include the St. Meinrad Psalm Tones,13Conception
Abbey Psalm Tones,14 or Gregorian Psalm Tones, or any other
tones familiar to the assembly. Minimally, the hymn and the
Gospel canticle should be sung. These can even be done a cappella during the Hours.
It may take a while for a parish to become familiar with
the various ways of singing the psalms. Patience and flexibility
are important. In time, and with good catechesis, the way of
praying the psalms will become more familiar.

Greeting
Morning Hymn
Psalm (usually Psalm 63)
Old Testament Canticle
Another Psalm
Reading from the Old Testament
Gospel Canticle: Canticle of Zechariah
Intercessions
The Lord’s Prayer
Concluding Prayer
Blessing and Dismissal

Evening Prayer

Service of Light (Lucernarium)
Proclamation of Light
Procession with the Paschal Candle
Evening Hymn
Evening Thanksgiving
Psalm (usually Psalm 141)
Another Psalm
New Testament Canticle
Reading from the New Testament
Gospel Canticle: Magnificat
Intercessions
The Lord’s Prayer
Concluding Prayer
Blessing and Dismissal

While the Service of Light or Lucernarium is not found in
the official form of Evening Prayer, there is a long-standing
Christian tradition of lighting lamps to mark the end of the day.
More solemn celebrations of Evening Prayer call for careful
attention to the use of light and darkness for the Service of Light,
the vesture of the ministers, and a generous use of incense.
Many parishes regularly pray the Hours in the “monastic
style,” characterized by its four-week cycle of psalms that allows
the assembly to experience a richer fare of the psalms and canticles as well as to pray the same psalms that are being prayed at
the same time in parishes, homes, convents, seminaries, and
monasteries throughout the world.
Parishes that pray in this style may want to consider putting together participation aids. A simple format with clear
instructions makes it easier for the assembly to enter into the
prayer, particularly if they are not familiar with celebrating the
Hours. While it takes time and effort to put these booklets
together, they can be used over and over again. Care should be
taken to ensure that these worship aids add to the dignity of the
PastoralLiturgy.org
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prayer. A parishioner who works with printing or graphic design
can be an invaluable resource. It is important to secure the
proper copyright permissions and acknowledgements as well.
Keep in mind that the texts of the Hours are copyrighted,
regardless of whether they are sung. The booklet might include
the introductory verse (O God, come to my assistance), the
psalms, canticles and their respective antiphons, the responsory,
Gospel canticle, and response to the intercessions. The psalm
prayers, reading, intercessions, and concluding prayer can all be
placed in a separate presider’s book. The hymn can be sung
directly from the hymnal or included in the booklet.

THE ENVIRONMENT

The environment and space for celebrating the Hours is another
consideration. For more formal settings, because of the nature of
the prayer and the need to chant or recite the psalms in unison
as one voice, it is desirable to create a more intimate space. Built
of Living Stones states:
Although there are no specific spatial requirements for the
celebration of the Hours, the focal points of the celebration
are the Word of God and the praying assembly. An area of
flexible seating can facilitate the prayer of a smaller group
divided into alternating choirs. The importance of music in
public celebrations of the Hours suggests that the place
designated for their celebration should provide access to
necessary equipment for musicians, particularly cantors and
instrumentalists who accompany the singing community.
Each space will need to be examined on its own to determine how it will best serve the people gathered for prayer. For
simpler gatherings for the Hours in a parish meeting space,
a primary symbol or focal point, such as a lighted candle,
an open Bible or a crucifix, can help to create a conducive space
for prayer.

CHALLENGES AND ADAPTATIONS

The communal celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours has often
been deemed difficult and has therefore been untried in most
parishes. While the post-Vatican II revision of the Hours envisioned a more generous scheduling, particularly of Evening
Prayer on Sundays and more solemn feasts,15 very few parishes
have carried that vision forth.
Flexibility and patience are two important elements in the
successful celebration of the Hours. Joyce Ann Zimmmerman,
cpps, notes:
Today we are faced not only with the task of implementing
the Liturgy of the Hours in our liturgical communities but
also with discovering, probably by trial and error, the
unique combination of structural elements and styles that
suits our time and our prayer needs. The Liturgy of the
Hours requires creativity and adaptation if it is to be
restored as the usual, daily prayer of the People of God.16
Similarly, Abbot Pierre Salmon, osb, notes: “The most perfect Office is neither the longest nor the most complicated one,
8
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but the Office which, while fully inserted in the great tradition,
answers best the actual conditions and needs of the Church and
its ministers.”17
Parishes will benefit greatly from using their resources and
talents to bring the celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours alive in
the hearts of the people. Ultimately, praying the Hours is a continuation of the priestly, prophetic, and kingly ministry that we,
the Church, are baptized into. As liturgical theologian Fr. Aidan
Kavanagh, osb, put it, “Christians do not engage in liturgical worship to get grace or inspiration, to indulge in creativity, to become
educated in matters ecclesiastical. . . . The Feast remains its own
end. The business Christians transact in liturgy is festal because,
simply, Christ has conquered death by his death.”18
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