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Be Present, Participate, and Engage:  
The three primary ways people join in the Eucharist  
 
 
There are three primary ways people join in the Holy Eucharist: Be Present, Participate, and 
Engage.  
 
Be present   
People need to be told that it matters that they are just present. There are the community-
oriented reasons having to do with enjoying each other’s companionship in the Liturgy, loving 
one another, and missing people when they are absent. At a more profound level there’s this: the 
worship of God in the Eucharist is the reason we exist. We exist to participate in the life and 
glory of God and it is in the Eucharist that life is focused and actualized.  
 
In the Liturgy, we the baptized participate in the worship of God in union with Christ, the 
church throughout the world, and with “angels and archangels and the whole company of 
heaven.”  
 
Just be present. Follow along as well as you are able that day. Let go of all the judgments about 
how you may not being paying enough attention or how you’re not feeling especially pious. To 
accept that the essential act is being there is the practice of humility. It is also a statement that 
you have grown up enough to realize that it is foolish to allow your passing feelings to control 
your spiritual life. Because we give ourselves by being present, on occasion we receive the gift of 
being touched by deep joy, awe, and a sense of the harmony that exists within all things.  
 
We begin with obedience and humility, not passion and devotion. The Eucharist is first an act of 
God and of the Body of Christ of which you and I are members. We can make a choice to set 
ourselves in the places of grace, in the holy spaces in which God has promised to be with us.  
 
Part i c ipate   
The parish can do a great deal to assist people in becoming competent participants in the 
Eucharist. The starting place is simple. Parishioners can learn the sequence and the common 
responses. They can be encouraged to develop the habit of setting the book aside and allowing 
their attention to be on the liturgical action—looking at the reader not the readings in a leaflet;; 
during the Great Thanksgiving striving to be aware of the community they are with and the 
actions at the altar.  
 
Our tradition makes much use of the body in liturgy. We stand, kneel, and sit;; some cross 
themselves, bow and genuflect. We see, smell, hear, touch, and taste. When offering choices 
about participating, don’t start by explaining the meaning of actions. Instead let it be more 
experiential. Have people try things on. Do it and then reflect on it.  
Here are a few examples of practices that connect people to sound Eucharistic practice. Ask 
people to:  
- Look toward the liturgical action. Look at the reader of the readings and the Gospel; look at 

the actions at the altar during the Great Thanksgiving, rather than down at a printed sheet. 
The parish can facilitate that by not printing the readings and the text of the Great 
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Thanksgiving in a bulletin. An awareness of the liturgical action both expresses and fosters 
the unity of the church.  

- Move forward at the “Invitation.” When the celebrant says “The Gifts of God for the 
People of God” the congregation is to move toward the places where communion is 
distributed. It is the people’s procession to communion. There should be none of the 
Victorian nonsense of ushers guiding or controlling this movement. As the ministers of the 
altar are receiving communion the whole congregation needs to be gathering so it may also 
receive. 

- Receive both bread and wine, including receiving from the common cup. 
 
Engage  
The particulars will vary from person to person, temperament to temperament. Because the 
purpose of the Eucharist is to worship God in union with the whole church and Christ the head 
of the church, these forms of engagement are secondary to simply being present and 
participating.  
 
Here are a few methods of engagement that can be taught.  
- Intercession during the Eucharist. One tradition is to have a special intention in mind. Carry 

someone or a concern on your heart before God. If you think of it at the time, offer it 
during the Offertory, as though you were laying it upon the altar, pouring it into the chalice.  

- Review the readings of the day before the Eucharist begins. That may be on arrival but could 
also be days in advance. Using a form of meditative reading may add to the experience. 
Focus on one of the readings. Find a phrase or word that touches you.  

- Take a receptive stance during the sermon. Assume that God has a word for you. Set aside 
for the moment judgments about how well the preacher is doing.  

- Make use of a type of affective meditative engagement. Seek a stance within yourself that fits 
with the part of the Eucharist happening at any given time. Maybe humility and faith during 
the readings and sermon;; self-offering during the Offertory;; unity with the whole church 
and with “Angels and Archangels and with all the company of heaven;;” adoration during 
the Great Thanksgiving;; communion and harmony at communion.  

- I recall sitting with Pat, my high school girlfriend, at a Mass in her Roman Catholic parish. 
Throughout the church new liturgical practices were taking hold based on a truer 
understanding of Liturgy. At one point in the Mass the priest stopped what he was doing, 
looked at the congregation, and said “please put down the rosary beads.” The priest wasn’t 
against saying the rosary but he understood that saying it during Mass was, for most people, 
interfering with their participation in the Eucharist.  

 
Finding a way of engaging the Eucharist may be useful for many of us but is in no way essential. 
In fact there’s a danger that if we are inclined to become anxious about it personal engagement 
will separate us from the primary activity of participating in offering this thanksgiving to God.  
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