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“Why is the Priest 
Standing with His 

Back to Us ?. ”

O
NE OF THE FIRST THINGS a visitor  
to Saint Gregory the Great might notice 
is that the Celebrant is standing on the  

same side of the Altar as the people and has his  
back to them a fair amount of the time during  
Mass; the technical term for this is worship  
“ad orientem” (that is, “towards the East,” where the 
sun rises and from which Scripture says Christ 
will return: many churches were built so the  
Altar faced this direction). Older Catholics may 
remember the practice from pre-Vatican II days; 
younger ones may never have seen it. This ancient 
way of celebrating Mass has been an emotional 
issue over the past fifty years; many have said — 
and still say — it is a hindrance to the people’s 
active participation in the liturgy, frequently 
adding that it makes attending Mass more bor-
ing because “there’s less to see.” This sounds rea-
sonable; so some (particularly those to whom the 
practice is unfamiliar) may well wonder why we 
celebrate our Mass this way?



The people gathered for Mass have come to 
do something, not watch something; indeed, the 
word liturgy means “the work of the people.” It is 
true our liturgy is a performance, of a kind — 
but it is a performance in which we are the actors, 
and God is the “audience.” If the Holy Sacrifice 
of the Mass is considered this way the position 
of the Altar and Priest in ad orientem worship be-
comes much easier to understand. Put simply, 
he is not “turning his back to the people;” rather 
both he and the people are facing God: the Priest 
is in the same position they are. When worshiping in 
this way the special nature of the Priest’s role also 
becomes obvious to our senses: like the Priests of 
the Old Testament, he is a representative standing 
for and before the people — between themselves 
and the Holy of Holies — praying for them and 
o^ering their sacrifice in a unique and consecrat-
ed way. Ad orientem worship reflects this spiritual 
reality physically: the Priest either stands before 
the people to address God for them and himself, 
or turns towards the people to address them di-
rectly or bring them the Word of God. This, then, 
is the logic on which ad orientem worship rests. 

Perhaps a word should be said about its history 
as well. The deepest root is the practice of those 
same Old Testament Priests: Christianity is a suc-
cessor to Judaism and all the first Christians were 
devout Jews, so it is unsurprising Jewish worship 
influenced the formation of Christian liturgy. 



From about the eighth century almost all Mass-
es were celebrated ad orientem; and the people all 
turned to face the same direction as the Priest at 
the prayers of Consecration, no matter how they 
were arranged before it, from the earliest peri-
od. The Second Vatican Council introduced the 
innovation of a free-standing Altar and permit-
ted celebration of Mass facing the people (“versus 
populum”) in the 1960s. This decision (like most of 
their changes, grounded in the Council Fathers’ 
desire to fashion Catholic worship on the earli-
est models) was based on a then-current belief 
the earliest Christian churches had free-stand-
ing Altars (further archeological research seems 
to show this was not the case). In practice what 
was permitted as an exception swiftly became 
universal and therefore many Roman Catholics 
today have never experienced ad orientem wor-
ship. This usage, however — like many other 
aspects of traditional Catholicism — was  pre-
served in the Anglican communion. Saint Greg-
ory the Great, following Pope Benedict’s express 
mandate to maintain our Anglican Patrimony 
and enrich the Church by it, now returns this 
ancient custom of the Church to the Church. 
Come, worship with us, and — after consider-
ing the rationale and Biblical history on which it 
rests — discover whether our ad orientem worship 
might become an addition to your sense of active 
participation in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.



The original “Tracts for the Times” were a series of pamphlets 
written during the nineteenth century by the group of scholars and 
clerics of the Church of England known as the Oxford Movement; 
their wish was to bring Catholic doctrine and practice back into the 
Anglican church of their day. Blessed John Henry Newman (later 
received into the Catholic Church and created a Cardinal) wrote 
the first tract in 1833. Many members of Saint Gregory the 
Great Church (a Roman Catholic community located at Saint 
Margaret’s Church in Beverly Farms, Massachusetts) worshiped 
in the Anglo-catholic tradition — the practical result of the Oxford 
Movement — before following Cardinal Newman’s example and 
entering into full communion with the Catholic Church. In response 
to the mandate of Pope Benedict xvi expressed in his Apostolic Consti-
tution Anglicanorum Cœtibus, we are bringing many of the beauties 
and practices of our Anglican Patrimony with us into the Church. 
As these may be unfamiliar to other Catholics or those coming to 
liturgical worship and Catholicism through our community, Saint 
Gregory the Great (again inspired by Cardinal Newman) will  
publish this occasional series of tracts describing and explaining 
various topics of interest. You will find them — and much more!— 
online at our home on the web, www.saintgregoryordinariate.org.f


