
Celebrating Liturgy with Children 
(The Directory on Masses with Children) 

 
The Church’s approach to celebrating liturgy with children is set out in the Directory on 
Masses with Children (1973).  This Directory calls for approach adaptation of the 
elements and texts of the liturgy so that children can participate and grown in 
understanding of what the Mass is about.  Those preparing children’s liturgy and the 
priests who preside are not free to ignore the Directory, its principles and provisions – 
this is the way the Church celebrates liturgy with children. 
 

Fundamental Human Activities Reflected in the Liturgy (n.9) 
 
The Directory notes some fundamental human activities which children learn from 
their parents and families.  These same activities should be found, and given spiritual 
significance, in the liturgy: 
 

 Acting as a community 

 Exchange of greetings 

 Capacity to listen 

 Seeking and giving pardon 

 Expressing gratitude 

 Experiencing symbolic actions 

 Meal of friendship 

 Festive celebration 
 

Importance of Participation (n.22) 
 
The Directory takes up one of the key reforms of the Second Vatican Council, active 
participation in the liturgy and notes that children can be actively engaged by . . . 
 

 Preparing the place and altar 

 Singing as cantor 

 Singing in choir 

 Playing musical instruments 

 Proclaiming the readings 

 Responding in dialogue homily 

 Reading bidding prayers 

 Bring gifts to altar 

 Reading commentaries 

 + Altar serving 

 + Eucharistic ministers 

 + Accompanying Blessed Sacrament at Communion 

 + Stewards 

 + Preparation of Mass sheets 

 + Preparation of art work, digital display, etc. 

R
es

o
u

rc
es

 f
o

r 
Je

su
it

 S
ch

o
o

ls
 



 
Celebrating Liturgy with Children Page 2 

 

Adaptation of the Rites 
 
The Directory makes clear the principle of appropriate adaptation not new rites (n.21).  But the 
flexibility allowed is considerable.  Adaptation must be exercised with a good understanding of the 
structure and relative importance of parts of the Mass. 
 
 

 
The Rite of Mass 

 

  
Adaptations encouraged by the Directory 

 
The Introductory Rites 
 
 
 
 
Entrance Hymn 
 
In the name of the Father ... 
Greeting 
Introduction to Mass 
 
Penitential rite 
Gloria 
 
Opening Prayer (The Collect) 

  
The Introductory Rites 
The introductory rites may be reduced so as not to 
jeopardize by excess of rites (40) 

 omit one or other element 

 or expand an element  
Children may participate in procession (34) 
 
 
 
Important first orientation for children 
 
Priest may use his own words (23) 
Melodies with adapted words may be used (31) 
 
Must always complete Introductory Rites (40) 
Text of prayer may be selected from Missal (50) or 
even adapted (51) 
 

 
The Liturgy of the Word 
 
 
 
First Reading 
Psalm 
Second Reading 
Gospel Acclamation (Alleluia) 
Gospel 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Homily 
 
 

  
The Liturgy of the Word 
 
 Readings may be reduced to one or two (if 

one, always the gospel) (42) 

 Readings may be substituted (from Lectionary 
or from Bible) (43) 

 Readings may be judiciously edited (43) 

 Paraphrase to be avoided (45) 

 Approved translations (45) [JB, RSV, GNB for 
children’s Masses] 

 Introductory commentary may precede 
readings (47) 

 Life of Saint before readings (47) 

 Readings may be done dramatically in parts 
(47) 

 
Children may participate in gospel procession (34) 
 
“Homily” may be given by approved adult (24) 
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Creed 
 
 
 
 
Bidding Prayers 
 

Homily may be in dialogue form (48) 
 
Melodies with adapted words may be used (31) 
Apostles’ Creed may be used (49 + now has 
general permission for all Masses) 
Question & Answer Creed (from Easter Mass) 
 

 
The Liturgy of the Eucharist 
 
Procession of Gifts + Song 
Preparation of Gifts 
Invitation (Pray my friends ...) 
Prayer over Gifts 
 
 
Preface 
Sanctus 
 
Eucharistic Prayer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction to the Lord’s Prayer 
The Lord’s Prayer 
 
Sign of Peace 
 
Agnus Dei 
Invitation Behold the Lamb ... 
Communion 
 
Postcommunion Prayer 

  
The Liturgy of the Eucharist 
 
Children may participate in procession (34) 
 
Priest may use his own words (23) 
Text of prayer may be selected from Missal (50) or 
even adapted (51) 
 
 
Melodies with adapted words may be used (31) 
 
Chosen from  

 4 Main EPs (new missal 2010) 

 3 EPs for Children (1975; updated 2010) 

 2 EPs for Reconciliation (new missal) 

 4 EPs for Special Needs and Occasions (new 

missal) 
 
Priest may use his own words (23) 
 
 
Priest may use his own words (23) 
 
Melodies with adapted words may be used (31) 
Priest may use his own words (23) 
Calm & recollection going to communion (54) 
 
Text of prayer may be selected from Missal (50) or 
even adapted (51) 
 

 
Concluding Rites 
 
Blessing 
Dismissal 
 

  
Concluding Rites 
 
Repetition and application (very few words!) (54) 

 

 Consideration of the place for celebrating Mass (25) 

 Importance of priest’s manner and preparation (23) 

 Adults are present not as monitors but genuine participants and role models (24) 

 Ensuring a variety of voices (24) 

 Don’t always have a Mass – consider paraliturgical celebrations linked with planned Masses (27) 



 
Celebrating Liturgy with Children Page 4 

 

 Use of recorded music (32) 

 Use of posture and gesture by children (33) 

 Use of processions including children (entrance, gospel, offertory, communion) (34) 

 Use of visual elements (including artwork by children) (35, 36) 

 Place of silence (but children need to be guided into it) (37) 

 Importance of calm and reverence especially at communion (52, 54) 
 

Preparation of Bidding Prayers 
 
The Prayers of Intercession (known in this country as Bidding Prayers) have a clear structure and 
purpose. 
 

Element Example Notes 

Invitation to ask God for our 
needs and the needs of the 
Church and the World 

God our Father loves us and 
knows all our needs.  Let us 
pray with confidence to him. 

Statement + Invitation  
(link statement to Mass if 
possible) 

Announcement of the 
intention 

Let us pray for our school . . . 
that we may learn . . . 

Straightforward intention 
+ what it is we are asking 

Individual Prayer in silence (silence without distractions) Silence needs explanation and 
practice 

Communal Prayer Lord, hear us.  
Lord, graciously hear us.  
or  
Lord, in your mercy:  
Hear our prayer. 
or devise your own response 

 

Prayer to Our Lady We ask Mary to join her 
prayers with ours as we say: 
Hail Mary  

Special indult of Paul VI for 
England only.  Only Hail Mary 
may be used.  May be omitted. 

Concluding Prayer by priest Father, 
in your mercy,  
hear the prayers we ask  
in faith.  
Through Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 

Simple conclusion addressed 
to God the Father. 

 

 Don’t include needs that are elsewhere in the liturgy (eg. in the Eucharistic Prayer) 

 Intercessions are exactly that – they are not prayers of praise or thanks 

 Do not allow the prayers to become a news bulletin 

 Be careful not to allow the prayers to be a depressing catalogue of disaster, death and dismay – 
ask for positive things as well as solutions to problems 

 Think about choreography if you have several readers (not moving while others or the priest are 
speaking) and microphones for audibility 
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Directory on Masses with Children 
Congregation for Divine Worship (1973) 

 
  

Introduction 
 
1. The Church must show special concern for baptized children who have yet to be fully initiated 
through the Sacraments of Confirmation and Eucharist as well as for children who have only recently 
been admitted to Holy Communion. Today the circumstances in which children grow up are not 
favourable to their spiritual progress.1  In addition parents sometimes scarcely fulfil the obligations they 
accepted at the Baptism of their children to bring them up as Christians. 
 
2. In the upbringing of children in the Church a special difficulty arises from the fact that liturgical 
celebrations, especially the Eucharist, cannot fully exercise their inherent pedagogical force upon 
children.2  Although the vernacular may now be used at Mass, still the words and signs have not been 
sufficiently adapted to the capacity of children. 
 
In fact, even in daily life children do not always understand all their experiences with adults but rather 
may find them boring. It cannot therefore be expected of the liturgy that everything must always be 
intelligible to them. Nonetheless, we may fear spiritual harm if over the years children repeatedly 
experience in the Church things that are barely comprehensible: recent psychological study has 
established how profoundly children are formed by the religious experience of infancy and early 
childhood, because of the special religious receptivity proper to those years.3  
 
3. The Church follows its Master, who "put His arms around the children . . . and blessed them" (Mark 
10:16). It cannot leave children in the condition described. Vatican Council II had spoken in the 
Constitution on the Liturgy about the need of liturgical adaptation for various groups.4  Soon afterwards, 
especially in the first Synod of Bishops held in Rome in 1967, the Church began to consider how 
participation by children could be made easier. On the occasion of the Synod, the President of the 
Concilium for the Implementation of the Constitution on the Liturgy said explicitly that it could not be a 
matter of "creating some entirely special rite but rather of retaining, shortening, or omitting some 
elements or of making a better selection of texts."5 
 
4. All the details of Eucharistic celebration with a congregation were determined in the General 
Instruction of the revised Roman Missal published in 1969. Then this Congregation began to prepare a 
special Directory for Masses with Children, as a supplement to the General Instruction. This was done in 
response to repeated petitions from the entire Catholic world and with the cooperation of men and 
women specialists from almost every nation. 
 
5. Like the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, this Directory reserves some adaptations to the 
conferences of bishops or to individual bishops.6  
 

                                                           
1 See Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory n.5 
2 See Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium n.33 
3 See Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory n.78 
4 See Sacrosanctum Concilium n.38. Also Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship, Actio pastoralis (May 1969) 
5 De Liturgia in prima Synodo Episcoporum, Notitiae 3 (1967) 368 
6 See n.19, 32, 33 of this Directory 
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Some adaptations of the Mass may be necessary for children in a given country but cannot be included 
in a general directory. In accord with the Constitution on the Liturgy n.40, the conferences of bishops 
are to propose such adaptations to the Apostolic See for introduction into the liturgy with its consent. 
 
6. The Directory is concerned with children who have not yet entered the period of preadolescence. It 
does not speak directly of children who are physically or mentally handicapped, because a broader 
adaptation is sometimes necessary for them.7  Nevertheless, the following norms may also be applied to 
the handicapped, with the necessary changes. 
 
7. The first chapter of the Directory (n.8-15) gives a kind of foundation by considering the different ways 
in which children are introduced to the Eucharistic Liturgy. The second chapter briefly treats Masses 
with adults in which children also take part (n.16-19). Finally, the third chapter (n.20-54) treats at 
greater length Masses with children in which only some adults take part. 
 
 

Chapter I 
The Introduction of Children to the Eucharistic Celebration 
 
8. A fully Christian life is inconceivable without participation in the liturgical services in which the 
faithful, gathered into a single assembly, celebrate the paschal mystery. Therefore, the religious 
initiation of children must be in harmony with this purpose.8  The Church baptizes children and 
therefore, relying on the gifts conferred by this sacrament, it must be concerned that once baptized 
they grow in communion with Christ and each other. The sign and pledge of that communion is 
participation in the Eucharistic table, for which children are being prepared or led to a deeper 
realization of its meaning. This Liturgical and Eucharistic formation may not be separated from their 
general education, both human and Christian; indeed it would be harmful if their liturgical formation 
lacked such a basis. 
 
9. For this reason all who have a part in the formation of children should consult and work together 
toward one objective: that even if children already have some feeling for God and the things of God, 
they may also experience in proportion to their age and personal development the human values that 
are present in the Eucharistic Celebration. These values include the community activity, exchange of 
greetings, capacity to listen and to seek and grant pardon, expression of gratitude, experience of 
symbolic actions, a meal of friendship, and festive celebration.9  
 
Eucharistic catechesis, dealt with in n.12, should develop such human values. Then, depending on their 
age and their psychological and social situation, children will gradually open their minds to the 
perception of Christian values and the celebration of the mystery of Christ.10  
 
10. The Christian family has the greatest role in instilling these Christian and human values.11  Thus 
Christian education, provided by parents and other educators, should be strongly encouraged in relation 
to the liturgical formation of children as well. 
 
By reason of the duty in conscience freely accepted at the baptism of their children, parents are bound 
to teach them gradually how to pray. This they do by praying with them each day and by introducing 

                                                           
7 See the Order of Mass with deaf and mute children of German-speaking regions confirmed by this Congregation (26 June 1970) 
8 See Sacrosanctum Concilium n.14, 19 
9 See Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory n.25 
10 See Vatican II, Gravissimum educationis (1966) n.2 
11 See Vatican II, Gravissimum educationis (1966) n.3 
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them to prayers said privately.12  If children, prepared in this way even from their early years, take part 
in the Mass with their family when they wish, they will easily begin to sing and to pray in the Liturgical 
community and indeed will already have some initial idea of the Eucharistic Mystery. 
 
If the parents are weak in faith but still wish their children to receive Christian formation, they should be 
urged at least to communicate to their children the human values mentioned already and, when the 
occasion arises, to participate in meetings of parents and in non-Eucharistic celebrations held with 
children. 
 
11. The Christian communities to which the individual families belong or in which the children live also 
have a responsibility toward children baptized in the Church. By giving witness to the Gospel, living 
communal charity, and actively celebrating the mysteries of Christ, the Christian community is an 
excellent school of Christian and liturgical formation for the children who live in it. 
 
Within the Christian community, godparents or other persons noted for their dedicated service can, out 
of apostolic zeal, contribute greatly to the necessary catechesis in the case of families that fail in their 
obligation toward the children's Christian upbringing. 
 
Preschool programmes, Catholic schools, and various kinds of associations for children serve these same 
ends in a special way. 
 
12. Even in the case of children, the Liturgy itself always exerts its own inherent power to instruct.13  Yet 
within religious-education programs in the schools and parishes the necessary importance should be 
given to catechesis on the Mass.14  This catechesis should be directed to the child's active, conscious, 
and authentic participation.15  "Suited to children's age and capabilities, it should by means of the main 
rites and prayers of the Mass, aim at conveying its meaning, including what relates to taking part in the 
Church's life."16  This is especially true of the text of the Eucharistic Prayer and of the acclamations by 
which the children take part in this prayer. 
 
The catechesis preparing children for first communion calls for special mention. In it they should learn 
not only the truths of faith regarding the Eucharist but also how from First Communion on -- after being 
prepared according to their capacity for penance -- they can as full members of Christ's Body take part 
actively with the people of God in the Eucharist, sharing in the Lord's table and the community of their 
brothers and sisters. 
 
13. Various kinds of celebrations may also play a major role in the liturgical formation of children and in 
their preparation for the Church's liturgical life. By the very fact of such celebrations children easily 
come to appreciate some liturgical elements, for example, greetings, silence, and common praise 
(especially when this is sung together). But care must be taken that the instructive element does not 
become dominant in these celebrations. 
 
14. Depending on the capacity of the children, the word of God should have a greater place in these 
celebrations. In fact, as the children's spiritual capacity develops, celebrations of the word of God in the 
strict sense should be held frequently, especially during Advent and Lent.17  These will help greatly to 
develop in the children an appreciation of the word of God. 
 
                                                           
12 See Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory n.78 
13 See Sacrosanctum Concilium an.33 
14 See Sacred Congregation of Rites, Eucharisticum Mysterium,  n.14 
15 See Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, General Catechetical Directory n.25 
16 See Sacred Congregation of Rites, Eucharisticum Mysterium n.14.  Also General Catechetical Directory n.57 
17 See Sacrosanctum Concilium n.35, 4 
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15. While all that has been said remains true, the final purpose of all Liturgical and Eucharistic 
Formation must be a greater conformity to the Gospel in the daily life of the children. 
  
 

Chapter 2 
Masses With Adults in Which Children Also Participate 
 
16. In many places parish Masses are celebrated, especially on Sundays and holy days, at which a good 
many children take part along with the large number of adults. On such occasions the witness of adult 
believers can have a great effect upon the children. Adults can in turn benefit spiritually from 
experiencing the part that the children have within the Christian community. The Christian spirit of the 
family is greatly fostered when children take part in these Masses together with their parents and other 
family members. 
 
Infants who as yet are unable or unwilling to take part in the Mass may be brought in at the end of Mass 
to be blessed together with the rest of the community. This may be done, for example, if parish helpers 
have been taking care of them in separate areas. 
 
17. Nevertheless, in Masses of this kind it is necessary to take great care that the children present do 
not feel neglected because of their inability to participate or to understand what happens and what is 
proclaimed in the celebration. Some account should be taken of their presence: for example, by 
speaking to them directly in the introductory comments (as at the beginning and the end of Mass) and 
at some point in the homily. 
 
Sometimes, moreover, if the place itself and the nature of the community permit, it will be appropriate 
to celebrate the Liturgy of the Word, including a homily, with the children in a separate, but not too 
distant, room. Then, before the Eucharistic Liturgy begins, the children are led to the place where the 
adults have meanwhile celebrated their own Liturgy of the Word. 
 
18. It may also be very helpful to give some task to the children. They may, for example, bring forward 
the gifts or perform one or other of the songs of the Mass. 
 
19. If the number of children is large, it may at times be suitable to plan the Mass so that it corresponds 
more closely to the needs of the children. In this case the homily should be directed to them but in such 
a way that adults may also benefit from it. Wherever the bishop permits, in addition to the adaptations 
already provided in the Order of the Mass, one or other of the particular adaptations described later in 
the Directory may be employed in a Mass celebrated with adults in which children also participate. 
  
 

Chapter 3 
Masses With Children in Which Only a Few Adults Participate 
 
20. In addition to the Masses in which children take part with their parents and other family members 
(which are not always possible everywhere), Masses with children in which only a few adults take part 
are recommended, especially during the week. From the beginning of the Liturgical Reform it has been 
clear to everyone that some adaptations are necessary in these Masses.18  Such adaptations, but only 
those of a more general kind, will be considered later (n.38-54). 
 

                                                           
18 See n.3 of this Directory 
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21. It is always necessary to keep in mind that these Eucharistic Celebrations must lead children toward 
the celebration of Mass with adults, especially in the Masses at which the Christian community must 
come together on Sundays.19  Thus, apart from adaptations that are necessary because of the children's 
age, the result should not be entirely special rites, markedly different from the Order of Mass 
celebrated with a congregation.20  The purpose of the various elements should always correspond with 
what is said in the General Instruction of the Roman Missal on individual points, even if at times for 
pastoral reasons an absolute identity cannot be insisted upon. 
  

1. Offices and Ministries in the Celebration 
 
22. The principles of active and conscious participation are in a sense even more significant for Masses 
celebrated with children. Every effort should therefore be made to increase this participation and to 
make it more intense. For this reason as many children as possible should have special parts in the 
celebration: for example,; preparing the place and the altar (see n.29), acting as cantor (see n.24), 
singing in a choir, playing musical instruments (see n.32), proclaiming the readings (see n.24 and 47), 
responding during the homily (see n.48), reciting the intentions of the general intercessions, bringing 
the gifts to the altar, and performing similar activities in accord with the usage of various peoples (see 
n.34). 
 
To encourage participation, it will sometimes be helpful to have several additions, for example, the 
insertion of motives for giving thanks before the priest begins the dialogue of the preface. 
In all this, it should be kept in mind that external activities will be fruitless and even harmful if they do 
not serve the internal participation of the children. Thus religious silence has its importance even in 
Masses with children (see n.37). The children should not be allowed to forget that all the forms of 
participation reach their high point in Eucharistic Communion, when the body and blood of Christ are 
received as spiritual nourishment.21  
 
23. It is the responsibility of the priest who celebrates with children to make the celebration festive, 
familial, and meditative.22  Even more than in Masses with adults, the priest is the one to create this 
kind of attitude, which depends on his personal preparation and his manner of acting and speaking with 
others. 
 
The priest should be concerned above all about the dignity, clarity, and simplicity of his actions and 
gestures. In speaking to the children he should express himself so that he will be easily understood, 
while avoiding any childish style of speech. 
 
The free use of introductory comments23 will lead children to a genuine liturgical participation, but 
these should be more than mere explanatory remarks. 
 
It will help him to reach the hearts of the children if the priest sometimes expresses the invitation in his 
own words, for example, at the penitential rite, the prayer over the gifts, the Lord's Prayer, the sign of 
peace, and communion. 
 
24. Since the Eucharist is always the action of the entire ecclesial community, the participation of at 
least some adults is desirable. These should be present not as monitors but as participants, praying with 
the children and helping them to the extent necessary. 

                                                           
19 See Sacrosanctum Concilium n.42 and 106 
20 See De Liturgia in prima Synodo Episcoporium, Notitiae 3 (1967) 368 
21 See General Instruction on the Roman Missal (GIRM) n.56 
22 See n.37 of this Directory 
23 See GIRM n.11 
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With the consent of the pastor or rector of the church, one of the adults may speak to the children after 
the gospel, especially if the priest finds it difficult to adapt himself to the mentality of children. In this 
matter the norms soon to be issued by the Congregation for the Clergy should be observed. 
Even in Masses with children attention is to be paid to the diversity of ministries so that the Mass may 
stand out clearly as the celebration of the community.24  For example, readers and cantors, whether 
children or adults, should be employed. In this way a variety of voices will keep the children from 
becoming bored. 
 

2. Place and Time of Celebration 
 
25. The primary place for the Eucharistic celebration for children is the church. Within the church, 
however, a space should be carefully chosen, if available, that will be suited to the number of 
participants. It should be a place where the children can act with a feeling of ease according to the 
requirements of a living Liturgy that is suited to their age. 
 
If the church does not satisfy these demands, it will sometimes be suitable to celebrate the Eucharist 
with children outside a place of worship. But in that case the place chosen should be appropriate and 
worthy of celebration.25  
 
26. The time of day chosen for Masses with children should correspond to the circumstances of their 
lives so that they may be most open to hearing the word of God and to celebrate the Eucharist. 
 
27. Weekday Mass in which children participate can certainly be celebrated with greater effect and less 
danger of boredom if it does not take place every day (for example, in boarding schools). Moreover, 
preparation can be more careful if there is a longer interval between diverse celebrations. 
 
Sometimes it will be preferable to have common prayer, to which the children may contribute 
spontaneously, or else a common meditation, or a celebration of the word of God. These are ways of 
continuing the Eucharistic celebrations already held and of leading to a deeper participation in 
subsequent celebrations. 
 
28. When the number of children who celebrate the Eucharist together is very great, attentive and 
conscious participation becomes more difficult. Therefore, if possible, several groups should be formed; 
these should not be set up rigidly according to age but with regard for the children's progress in 
religious formation and catechetical preparation. 
 
During the week such groups may be invited to the sacrifice of the Mass on different days. 
 

3. Preparation for the Celebration 
 
29. Each Eucharistic celebration with the children should be carefully prepared beforehand, especially 
with regard to the prayers, songs, readings, and intentions of the general intercessions. This should be 
done in discussion with the adults and with the children who will have a special ministry in these 
Masses. If possible, some of the children should take part in preparing and ornamenting the place of 
celebration and preparing the chalice with the paten and the cruets. Presupposing the appropriate 
internal participation, such activity will help to develop the spirit of community celebration. 
 

                                                           
24 See Sacrosanctum Concilium n.28 
25 See GIRM n.253 
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4. Singing and Music 
 
30. Singing must be given great importance in all celebrations, but it is to be especially encouraged in 
every way for Masses celebrated with children, in view of their special affinity for music.26  The culture 
of various peoples and the capabilities of the children present should be taken into account. 
If possible, the acclamations should be sung by the children rather than recited, especially the 
acclamations that form part of the Eucharistic prayer. 
 
31. To facilitate the children's participation in singing the Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei, it is 
permissible to use with the melodies appropriate vernacular texts, accepted by competent authority, 
even if these do not correspond exactly to the liturgical texts.27  
 
32. The use of "musical instruments can add a great deal" in Masses with children, especially if they are 
played by the children themselves.28  The playing of instruments will help sustain the singing or to 
encourage the reflection of the children; sometimes in their own fashion instruments express festive joy 
and the praise of God. 
 
Care should always be taken, however, that the musical accompaniment does not overpower the 
singing or become a distraction rather than a help to the children. Music should correspond to the 
purpose intended for the different periods at which it is played during the Mass. 
 
With these precautions and with due and special discretion, recorded music may also be used in Masses 
with children, in accord with norms established by the conferences of bishops. 
 

5. Gestures 
 
33. In view of the nature of the liturgy as an activity of the entire person and in view of the psychology 
of children, participation by means of gestures and posture should be strongly encouraged in Masses 
with children, with due regard for age and local customs. Much depends not only on the actions of the 
priest,29 but also on the manner in which the children conduct themselves as a community. 
 
If, in accord with the norm of the General Instruction of the Roman Missal,30 a conference of bishops 
adapts the congregation's actions at Mass to the mentality of a people, it should take the special 
condition of children into account or should decide on adaptations that are for children only. 
 
34. Among the actions that are considered under this heading, processions and other activities that 
involve physical participation deserve special mention. 
 
The children's entering in procession with the priest can serve to help them to experience a sense of the 
communion that is thus being created.31  The participation of at least some children in the procession 
with the Book of the Gospels makes clear the presence of Christ announcing the word to his people. The 
procession of children with the chalice and the gifts expresses more clearly the value and meaning of 
the preparation of the gifts. The Communion procession, if properly arranged, helps greatly to develop 
the children's devotion. 
 

                                                           
26 See GIRM n.19 
27 See Sacred Congregation of Rites, Musicam Sacram n.55 
28 Sacred Congregation of Rites, Musicam Sacram n.62 
29 See n.23 of this Directory 
30 See GIRM n.21 
31 See GIRM n.24 
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6. Visual Elements 
 
35. The liturgy of the Mass contains many visual elements and these should be given great prominence 
with children. This is especially true of the particular visual elements in the course of the liturgical year, 
for example, the veneration of the cross, the Easter candle, the lights on the feast of the Presentation of 
the Lord, and the variety of colours and liturgical appointments. 
 
In addition to the visual elements that belong to the celebration and to the place of celebration, it is 
appropriate to introduce other elements that will permit children to perceive visually the wonderful 
works of God in creation and redemption and thus support their prayer. The liturgy should never appear 
as something dry and merely intellectual. 
 
36. For the same reason, the use of art work prepared by the children themselves may be useful, for 
example, as illustrations of a homily, as visual expressions of the intentions of the general intercessions, 
or as inspirations to reflection. 
 

7. Silence 
 
37. Even in Masses with children "silence should be observed at the designated times as part of the 
celebration"32 lest too great a place be given to external action. In their own way children are genuinely 
capable of reflection. They need some guidance, however, so that they will learn how, in keeping with 
the different moments of the Mass (for example, after the homily or after communion)33, to recollect 
themselves, meditate briefly, or praise God and pray to Him in their hearts.34  
 
Besides this, with even greater care than in Masses with adults, the liturgical texts should be proclaimed 
intelligibly and unhurriedly, with the necessary pauses. 
 

8. Parts of the Mass 
 
38. The general structure of the Mass, which "is made up as it were of the liturgy of the word and the 
liturgy of the Eucharist," should always be maintained, as should certain rites to open and conclude the 
celebration.35  Within individual parts of the celebration, the adaptations that follow seem necessary if 
children are truly to experience, in their own way and according to the psychological patterns of 
childhood, "the mystery of faith . . . by means of rites and prayers."36 
 
39. Some rites and texts should never be adapted for children lest the difference between Masses with 
children and the Masses with adults becomes too pronounced.37  These are "the acclamations and the 
responses to the priest's greeting,"38 the Lord's Prayer, and the Trinitarian formulary at the end of the 
blessing with which the priest concludes the Mass. It is urged, moreover, that children should become 
accustomed to the Nicene Creed little by little, the right to use the Apostles' Creed indicated in no. 49 
remaining intact. 
 

 
 

                                                           
32 GIRM n.23 
33 See Sacred Congregation of Rites, Eucharisticum Mysterium n.38 
34 See GIRM n.23 
35 GIRM n.8 
36 Sacrosanctum Concilium n.48 
37 See n.21 of this Directory 
38 GIRM n.15 
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a) Introductory Rites 
 
40. The introductory rite of Mass has as its purpose "that the faithful coming together take on the form 
of a community and prepare themselves to listen to God's word and celebrate the Eucharist properly."39  
Therefore every effort should be made to create this disposition in the children and not to jeopardize it 
by any excess of rites in this part of Mass. 
 
It is sometimes proper to omit one or other element of the introductory rite or perhaps to expand one 
of the elements. There should always be at least some introductory element, which is completed by the 
opening prayer. In choosing individual elements, care should be taken that each one be used from time 
to time and that none be entirely neglected. 
 

b) Reading and Explanation of the Word of God 
 
41. Since readings taken from holy Scripture "form the main part of the liturgy of the word,"40 even in 
Masses celebrated with children biblical reading should never be omitted. 
 
42. With regard to the number of readings on Sundays and holy days, the decrees of the conferences of 
bishops are to be observed. If three or even two readings appointed on Sundays or weekdays can be 
understood by children only with difficulty, it is permissible to read two or only one of them, but the 
reading of the gospel should never be omitted. 
 
43. If all the readings assigned to the day seem to be unsuited to the capacity of the children, it is 
permissible to choose readings or a reading either from the Lectionary of the Roman Missal or directly 
from the Bible, but taking into account the liturgical seasons. It is recommended, moreover, that the 
individual conferences of bishops see to the composition of lectionaries for Masses with children. 
 
If, because of the limited capabilities of the children, it seems necessary to omit one or other verse of 
biblical reading, this should be done cautiously and in such a way "that the meaning of the text or the 
intent and, as it were, style of the Scriptures are not distorted."41  
 
44. In the choice of readings the criterion to be followed is the quality rather than the quantity of the 
texts from the Scriptures. A shorter reading is not as such always more suited to children than a lengthy 
reading. Everything depends on the spiritual advantage that the reading can bring to the children. 
 
45. In the biblical texts "God is speaking to his people . . . and Christ is present to the faithful through his 
own word."42  Paraphrases of Scripture should therefore be avoided. On the other hand, the use of 
translations that may already exist for the catechesis of children and that are accepted by the 
competent authority is recommended. 
 
46. Verses of psalms, carefully selected in accord with the understanding of children, or singing in the 
form of psalmody or the Alleluia with a simple verse should be sung between the readings. The children 
should always have a part in this singing, but sometimes a reflective silence may be substituted for the 
singing. 
 
If only a single reading is chosen, there may be singing after the homily. 
 

                                                           
39 GIRM n.24 
40 GIRM n.33 
41 Roman Missal, Lectionary for Mass, Introduction n.7d 
42 GIRM n.33 



 
Celebrating Liturgy with Children Page 14 

 

47. All the elements that will help to explain the readings should be given great consideration so that 
the children may make the biblical readings their own and may come more and more to appreciate the 
value of God's word. 
 
Among these elements are the introductory comments which may precede the readings43 and help the 
children to listen better and more fruitfully, either by explaining the context or by introducing the text 
itself.  In interpreting and illustrating the readings from the Scriptures in the Mass on a saint's day, an 
account of the saint's life may be given, not only in the homily but even before the readings in the form 
of a commentary. 
 
When the text of the readings lends itself to this, it may be helpful to have the children read it with 
parts distributed among them, as is provided for the reading of the Lord's passion during Holy Week. 
 
48. The homily explaining the word of God should be given great prominence in all Masses with 
children. Sometimes the homily intended for children should become a dialogue with them, unless it is 
preferred that they should listen in silence. 
 
49. If the profession of faith occurs at the end of the liturgy of the word, the Apostles' Creed may be 
used with children, especially because it is part of their catechetical formation. 
 

c) Presidential Prayers 
 
50. The priest is permitted to choose from the Roman Missal texts of presidential prayers more suited to 
children, keeping in mind the liturgical season, so that he may truly associate the children with himself. 
 
51. Since these prayers were composed for adult Christians, however, the principle simply of choosing 
from among them does not serve the purpose of having the children regard the prayers as an 
expression of their own life and religious experience.44  If this is the case, the text of prayers of the 
Roman Missal may be adapted to the needs of children, but this should be done in such a way that, 
preserving the purpose of the prayer and to some extent its substance as well, the priest avoids 
anything that is foreign to the literary genre of a presidential prayer, such as moral exhortations or a 
childish manner of speech. 
 
52. The Eucharistic prayer is of the greatest importance in the Eucharist celebrated with children 
because it is the high point of the entire celebration.45  Much depends on the manner in which the 
priest proclaims this prayer46 and on the way the children take part by listening and making their 
acclamations. 
 
The disposition of mind required for this central part of the celebration and the calm and reverence 
with which everything is done must make the children as attentive as possible. Their attention should 
be on the real presence of Christ on the altar under the elements of bread and wine, on his offering, on 
the thanksgiving through Him and with Him and in Him, and on the Church's offering, which is made 
during the prayer and by which the faithful offer themselves and their lives with Christ to the eternal 
Father in the Holy Spirit. 
 

                                                           
43 See GIRM no. 11 
44 See Consilium, Instruction on translations of liturgical texts for celebrations with a congregation n.20 
45 See GIRM n.54 
46 See n.23 and 37 of this Directory 
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For the present, the four Eucharistic prayers approved by the supreme authority for Masses with adults 
and introduced into liturgical use are to be employed until the Apostolic See makes other provision for 
Masses with children. 
 

d) Rites Before Communion 
 
53. When the Eucharistic prayer has ended, the Lord's Prayer, the breaking of bread, and the invitation 
to communion should always follow,47 that is, the elements that have the principal significance in the 
structure of this part of the Mass. 
 

e) Communion and the Following Rites 
 
54. Everything should be done so that the children who are properly disposed and who have already 
been admitted to the Eucharist may go to the holy table calmly and with recollection and thus take part 
fully in the Eucharistic mystery. If possible, there should be singing, suited to the children, during the 
communion procession.48  
 
The invitation that precedes the final blessing49 are important in Masses with children. Before they are 
dismissed they need some repetition and application of what they have heard, but this should be done 
in a very few words. In particular, this is the appropriate time to express the connection between the 
liturgy and life. 
 
At least sometimes, depending on the liturgical seasons and the different circumstances in the life of 
the children, the priest should use the richer forms of blessing, but he should always retain the 
Trinitarian formula with the sign of the cross at the end.50  
 

Conclusion 
 
55. The contents of the directory are intended to help children readily and joyfully to encounter Christ 
together in the Eucharistic celebration and to stand with Him in the presence of the Father.51  If they are 
formed by conscious and active participation in the Eucharistic sacrifice and meal, they should learn day 
by day, at home and away from home, to proclaim Christ to others among their family and among their 
peers, by living the "faith, which expresses itself through love" (Galatians 5:6). 
 
This Directory was prepared by the Congregation for Divine Worship.  On October 22, 1973, the Supreme Pontiff, 
Paul VI, approved and confirmed it and ordered that it be made public. 
 
From the office of the Congregation for Divine Worship, November 1, 1973, the Solemnity of All Saints. 
 
By special mandate of the Supreme Pontiff. 
 
+ Jean Cardinal Villot 
Secretary of State 
 
+ A. Bugnini 
Titular Archbishop of Diocletiana 
Secretary of the Congregation for Divine Worship 

                                                           
47 See n.23 of this Directory 
48 See Sacred Congregation of Rites, Musicam Sacram n.32 
49 See GIRM n.11 
50 See n.39 of this Directory 
51 See Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer II 
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