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June 2014 Meeting of the Committee on Divine Worship 

The Committee on Divine Worship met in New Orleans, Louisiana on June 9, 2014.  

This was the first in-person meeting of the Committee under the new term of 

leadership of Bishop Arthur J. Serratelli as Chairman (the Committee had convened by 

conference call in February 2014).  This was also the final meeting attended by Msgr. 

Richard Hilgartner, Executive Director of the Secretariat of Divine Worship, to whom 

the Committee members gave tribute for his leadership of the Secretariat for the past 

three and a half years.  Abbot Gregory J. Polan, OSB, and Rev. Thomas C. Ranzino 

participated in the meeting as Consultants. 
 

Members began their deliberations with consideration of three “Gray Book” draft 

translations of liturgical texts prepared by the International Commission on English in 

the Liturgy (ICEL): Liturgy of the Hours Supplement, Exorcisms and Related 

Supplications, and the Order of Dedication of a Church and an Altar.  These will be 

forwarded to the Administrative Committee so that they can be presented for canonical 

vote by the body of Bishops at the November 2014 USCCB plenary meeting. 
 

The Committee gave consideration to two proposed projects, both of which eventually 

require approval of the body of Bishops before they can be undertaken.  First, the 

Committee on Canonical Affairs and Church Governance requested to collaborate in 

the development of a Pastoral Directory on the Use of a Major Exorcism.  The 

Committee sees great benefit to creating such a resource in conjunction with the 

publication of the ritual book, and offered its support to the development of a proposal 

for the project.  Second, the National Catholic Partnership on Disability (NCPD) had 

inquired about possible revisions and additions to the Guidelines for the Celebration of 

Sacraments for Persons with Disabilities, originally approved by the body of Bishops 

in June 1995.  The Committee acknowledged the need to revisit those guidelines in 

light of developments in technology and greater awareness of particular disabilities 

and the need to provide appropriate accommodations for effective pastoral care, and 

agreed to take the next steps in the development of a plan to revise the Guidelines. 
 

In other matters, Committee members considered several petitions for the designation 

of the title “National Shrine,” discussed a number of issues related to the publication of 

liturgical books, received a report on the work of the Federation of Diocesan Liturgical 

Commissions, received an update on the work of revising the translation of the Liturgy 

of the Hours, and reviewed the results of the recent survey on Sacred Music conducted 

by the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments and the 

Pontifical Council for Culture. 
 

The next meeting of the Committee on Divine Worship will be on November 9 in 

Baltimore, Maryland. 
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The Role of Deacons in the Liturgical Life of the Church 

A remark often voiced by parishioners is their surprise regarding the wide variety of 

liturgical ministries and tasks deacons may undertake as they serve in the parish and 

diocesan community.  In the springtime and early summer months, many dioceses, 

seminaries, and religious communities celebrate the ordinations of deacons.  Some of 

these newly ordained deacons – transitional deacons – will eventually be ordained 

priests.  Others have embraced this ordained ministry as a permanent state of life.  

Liturgical norms and rubrics draw no distinctions between the functions of 

transitional and permanent deacons.  While not providing detailed rubrical 

instructions for every diaconal liturgical ministry, it is nonetheless useful to draw 

attention to some of the important ways in which deacons are called to serve in 

liturgical functions, and to specify some of the helpful resources for the new or even 

veteran deacon. 
 

One of the most concise and complete listings of the deacon’s liturgical roles is 

incorporated in the National Directory for the Formation, Ministry, and Life of 

Permanent Deacons in the United States.  Although this document concerns most 

directly the ministry of permanent deacons, the liturgical duties of a transitional 

deacon would, of course, be identical.  Concerning the deacon’s functions in the celebration of Mass, paragraph 

35 of the Directory states: 
 

During the celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy, the deacon participates in specific penitential 

rites as designated in the Roman Missal.  He properly proclaims the Gospel.  He may preach the 

homily in accord with the provisions of Canon Law.  He voices the needs of the people in the 

General Intercessions… The deacon assists the presider and other ministers in accepting the 

offerings of the people – symbolic of his traditional role in receiving and distributing the 

resources of the community among those in need – and he helps to prepare the gifts for sacrifice.  

During the celebration he helps the faithful participate more fully, consciously, and actively in the 

Eucharistic sacrifice, may extend the invitation of peace, and serves as an ordinary minister of 

Communion.  Deacons have a special responsibility for the cup.  Finally, he dismisses the 

community at the end of the Eucharistic liturgy. 
 

The liturgical ministry of deacons, though, is by no means confined to the celebration of the Eucharist.  The same 

paragraph continues with a wide array of other liturgical functions: 
 

Other liturgical roles for which the deacon is authorized include those of solemnly baptizing, 

witnessing marriages, bringing viaticum to the dying, and presiding over funerals and burials.  

The deacon can preside at the liturgies of the word and communion services in the absence of a 

priest.  He may officiate at celebrations of the Liturgy of the Hours and at exposition and 

benediction of the Blessed Sacrament.  He can conduct public rites of blessing, offer prayer 

services for the sick and dying, and administer the Church’s sacramentals, as designated in the 

Book of Blessings. 
 

The Church’s approved liturgical books provide detailed instructions and rubrics for all the above activities, all of 

which should be addressed meticulously in both seminary training and formation programs for the permanent 

diaconate.  The deacon, or any liturgical minister for that matter, can also profit by reviewing the official 

instructions both at the outset of his ordained ministry, and again months or even years later, as he has progressed 

in familiarity and comfort with executing the rites. 
 

Three areas of diaconal liturgical ministry where questions often arise are in the celebration of the Mass, how to 

celebrate Sunday “Communion services” in the absence of a priest, and in the deacon’s role in the conferral of 

blessings.  Highlighted below are resources a deacon needs to familiarize himself with for the proper execution of 

his role in these liturgical rites. 
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The Eucharist 

It is of the highest importance that a deacon takes the time both to learn, and to revisit frequently, the various 

instructions for the celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy.  The rubrics (“red print”) included in the Order of Mass 

are a good place to begin.  Intended as simple reminders of actions, these instructions do not always present the 

whole story.  The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) contains far more detail.  In particular, a 

deacon will want to focus on the section entitled “Mass with a Deacon” (nos. 171-186).  Aside from this 

important section, there are numerous other references to the liturgical ministry of the deacon throughout the 

GIRM.  But even this does not cover all the ministries of deacons at Masses where a bishop is present.  For these 

additional details, the Ceremonial of Bishops must be consulted.  The Ceremonial does not contain any complete 

liturgical rites, but instead gives the special rubrics for the Mass and for other liturgies where a bishop is present.  

Paragraphs 23-26 describe the general roles of deacons in episcopal liturgies, and other details can be found in the 

instructions for the individual rites. 

 

Sunday Celebrations in the Absence of a Priest 

Approved for the use of deacons (or even lay persons) in the dioceses of the United States, Sunday Celebrations 

in the Absence of a Priest can be a vital resource in communities where a priest may be only intermittently 

available.  Of particular concern should be paragraphs 14-17 in the introduction, which states that these rites 

should be used only in cases of genuine necessity, and never when a full celebration of the Mass may be available 

at a reasonably nearby parish.  The deacon (or the specially delegated lay minister) called upon to preside at such 

celebrations should take special note that two rather different formats are provided as options for these services.  

Chapter II describes the format which is probably most familiar: Celebration of the Liturgy of the Word, with the 

optional distribution of Holy Communion (see nos. 186-216).  A second format, however, is presented in Chapter 

I, in which the service is based in large measure on the Liturgy of the Hours (see nos. 118-185).  Given the 

longstanding heritage of the Liturgy of the Hours as a liturgy which can be presided over by a deacon or lay 

person, and given the growing interest for praying the Liturgy of the Hours shown by the laity in recent years, this 

option might be an ideal choice for those communities where a priest cannot always be present. 

 

Blessings 

The last resource to consider in this context is the invaluable Book of Blessings.  This book contains a wide array 

of blessings, helpfully categorized in the table of contents as blessings of persons, buildings and various forms of 

human activity, blessings of liturgical or devotional objects for use in churches, religious articles, blessings 

related to feasts and seasons, and blessings for various needs and occasions.  The General Introduction to the book 

presents a concise theological explanation of blessings in general, and paragraph 18 provides an important 

explanation of the various types of blessings as administered by a bishop, a priest, a deacon, or lay men and 

women.  Of particular importance for deacons in this context is the stipulation: “But whenever a priest is present, 

it is more fitting that the office of presiding [at blessings] be assigned to him and that the deacon assist by 

carrying out those functions proper to the diaconate” (no. 18c).  Although the Book of Blessings provides for 

considerable adaptation and flexibility in most of the blessings it contains, the General Introduction reminds the 

user that the blessings should be rooted in the word of God and in the prayer of the Church, and “to ensure active 

participation in the celebration and to guard against any danger of superstition, it is ordinarily not permissible to 

impart the blessing of any article or place merely through a sign of blessing and without either the word of God or 

any sort of prayer being spoken” (no. 27).  The introductions to each of the many blessings the book contains 

clearly state whether the blessing may be administered by a bishop, a priest, a deacon, or a lay person. 

 

This brief inventory of resources does not include all the instances of liturgical and public prayer in which a 

deacon would be involved.  All too often, formal liturgical instruction for future deacons and other ministers is 

limited by time and resources.  Every deacon should have the most current approved liturgical texts for all the 

rites he will be engaged in, including the Roman Missal.  The ongoing study and review of rubrics as well as 

introductory matter of the various rites will go a long way to alleviate confusion about the roles and functions of 

deacons, and other ministers as well. 
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“Prayer and Worship” Section of USCCB Website Updated 

The Secretariat of Divine Worship recently led a reorganization process for the “Prayer and Worship” section of 

the USCCB website.  The topics featured in that section form a major component of the Conference’s current 

strategic goals of Faith, Worship, and Witness. 

 

In August 2011, the USCCB launched a new website that was designed to be more user-friendly and provide 

information on a variety of Catholic topics.  After almost three years of use by the public, the need for further 

refinements was indicated.  The “Prayer and Worship” section is now organized into nine sections, influenced in 

part by the chapter divisions found in the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium: 

 The Mass 

 La Santa Misa (the Spanish counterpart of the English-language Mass section) 

 Homiletics 

 Sacraments and Sacramentals 

 Bereavement and Funerals 

 Liturgy of the Hours 

 Liturgical Year 

 Sacred Art and Music 

 Prayer and Devotions 

 

With the new structure now established, and most of the related webpages appropriately relocated, additional 

revisions are expected in the coming weeks to further enhance the “Prayer and Worship” sections and provide 

more resources to better understand the role of the Sacred Liturgy and other devotions in the lives of the Catholic 

faithful in the United States.  The website and its various sections are found at www.USCCB.org/prayer-and-

worship/. 

 

Adjustment to the 2014 and 2015 Liturgical Calendars 

Due to the recent canonization of Saint John Paul II, it is necessary to adjust the 2014 and 2015 editions of the 

Liturgical Calendar for the Dioceses of the United States of America slightly.  The updated citations are: 

 

October 2014 

 

22 Wed Weekday green/white 

[Saint John Paul II, Pope] 

Eph 3:2-12/Lk 12:39-48 (475) 

 

October 2015 

 

22 Thu Weekday green/white 

[Saint John Paul II, Pope] 

Rom 6:19-23/Lk 12:49-53 (476) 

 
 

For the freedom to worship, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to serve in charity, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to care for the suffering, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to feed the hungry, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to shelter the homeless, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to proclaim the Gospel, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to work in good conscience, give us your grace. 
For the freedom to seek justice, give us your grace. 

– from the Litany for Liberty 

http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/
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