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The Ministry of Hospitality
The concept of the ministry of hospitality is an expansion of the traditional role
of the usher which was a feature in many parishes prior to the Second Vatican
Council. For generations, ushers assisted parish worship by welcoming people,
helping them find seats in church, taking up the collection and handing out
parish bulletins.
When the liturgical reforms began after the Second Vatican Council, the role
of the usher was already well established in most parishes and to this role was
added that of greeter – offering welcome and friendship as people arrived for
Mass. In some cases ushers took on this extra responsibility whilst in others
the two roles were distinct from each other. While previously the prerogative
of men, these roles are now open to both women and men, and from all age
groups. It is one of the few liturgical ministries in which whole families can
serve together, thus giving a great witness of faith, family and community.
Whether seen as one or two separate ministries it is important to note that the
liturgy documents recognise both ushers and greeters as having a liturgical
function at Mass. The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) states:
“The following also exercise a liturgical function…..
		
Those who take up the collection in the church.
		
Those who, in some places, meet the faithful at the church entrance, lead 		
		
them to appropriate places, and direct processions.” GIRM 105

The Minister of Hospitality
A minister of hospitality is often the first person whom people meet when they
arrive at church. He or she therefore has the opportunity and the responsibility
to represent the rest of the assembly in offering hospitality. People's impression
of a parish is significantly shaped by the presence or absence of a welcoming
atmosphere when they come to church. Offering a smile and a word of welcome can have a profound impact on people as they arrive, especially if they
are visitors to the parish.
Even those who go to the church every week find a warm welcome a true gift
and an aid to entering into the spirit of celebration at Mass. Many people come
to church after a hard week at work or at home. Some have been ill; some may
have lost a loved one; some are just lonely, especially those who live alone.

Parents of young children may arrive after a hectic struggle to get everyone
dressed and ready for church. Almost everyone arrives carrying some kind
of burden. A warm welcome that reflects the love of God for them can help
everyone to enter more easily and more fully into the celebration of the liturgy.
A minister of hospitality should look out for and pay special attention to those
who seem to be ‘on the fringes’. Teenagers often feel disconnected from the
community and unwelcome at church. Those who are poor or homeless may
need a bit of extra encouragement to know that they are welcome. Those who
suffer from any physical or mental disability might be wondering if they are
fully accepted. Anyone who has doubts about being acceptable ought to be a
special focus of our attention and love. In this way, we will be imitating Jesus
himself, who manifested a special love for the poor, the needy and the outcasts
of society. Through us, Jesus continues to show that same love today.
Welcoming people and making them feel at home is one way we can help build
up the church. Hospitality is a vital element in creating a sense of community
for liturgy. A person who feels welcomed and valued is much more likely to enter wholeheartedly into the celebration, giving thanks to God for the love that
God pours out on us. A friendly and welcoming face can make that love of God
apparent to people as they arrive.
Creating a climate of hospitable worship is a responsibility shared with the rest
of the assembly. The assembly as a whole bears the responsibility for creating
good worship. One of the greatest challenges that must be met to foster true
liturgical renewal is helping the assembly understand and accept its essential
role in the liturgy. It is a common impulse to ‘let somebody else do it,’ but no
one person or group can fulfil the role of the assembly. Our liturgy will only be
truly hospitable when everyone who gathers reaches out to those around them
with the love of Christ.
A minister of hospitality, therefore, is called to set an example for the rest of the
assembly. Additionally, the very act of welcoming someone often enables that
person to be more hospitable to others as well. The gift of welcome is passed
on, like the ripples of a stone tossed in a pond. The climate of hospitality should
spread throughout the assembly.
To be most effective in this ministry, it is important for ministers to have an
understanding of the liturgy, the liturgical environment and the liturgical seasons. A friendly smile and a firm knowledge of what is taking place, and why,
will help to create and maintain a spirit of welcome, prayer and reverence.

Reverence
The reason behind this kind of hospitality is not simply a desire to be sociable
or friendly. Rather, as Christians, we believe that Christ reveals his presence to
us in the eucharist in various ways. The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of
the Second Vatican Council reminds us of our ancient faith:
“Christ is always present in his church, especially in its liturgical celebrations. He
is present in the sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of his minister, ‘the
same now offering, through the ministry of priests, who formerly offered himself
on the cross,’ but especially under the eucharistic elements. By his power he is
present in the sacraments so that, when someone baptises, it is really Christ himself who baptises. He is present in his word, since it is he himself who speaks when
the holy scriptures are read in the church. He is present, lastly, when the church
prays and sings, for he promised: “Where two or three are gathered together in my
name, there am I in the midst of them”.” Matthew 18.20. (CSL, 7)
In other words, the Council speaks of four different ways that Christ is present
in the eucharist:
• He is present in the eucharistic meal, where he gives us his body and blood
as food and drink.
• He is present and speaks to us when the word of God is proclaimed in our
midst.
• He is present in the priest who presides (alter Christus).
• He is present in the assembly itself. ‘For where two or three are gathered in
my name, I am there among them.’ Mt 18:20
This last presence of Christ may be the one least recognized by Catholics today. We seem to find it much easier to recognize Jesus in a little wafer than in
another human being. Our intense focus in recent centuries on the presence of
Christ in the bread and wine has led to the neglect of all the other modes of his
presence. Since the Second Vatican Council we have learned again to recognize him in the proclamation of the word of God and many Catholics recognize
the celebrant at Mass as representing Christ, who leads us. However, many of
us still need to relearn the ancient truth that Christ dwells in each member of
the assembly.

Reverence simply means recognizing and responding to the presence of God.
If Christ is present in the Eucharist in four different ways, then reverence demands that we recognize and respond to that presence in each way in which
Christ reveals himself.
Hospitality at worship is an expression of reverence for the presence of Christ
in each member of the assembly. To ignore those who gather with us to celebrate the liturgy is irreverent; it is to ignore Christ himself. To welcome them
into our lives is to welcome Christ himself. Each of us is a Temple of the Holy
Spirit. Each of us is called to show reverence to the Christ who dwells in all
whom we meet. Christ dwells in the welcomer as well as in the one welcomed.
– i.e. Christ welcomes Christ in a mutual recognition of our deepest identity.

Welcoming Visitors to the Assembly
Among those who gather with us on any given Sunday, there may be some who
are searching for a church to call their own. Some are Catholic but are new to
the area and are trying to decide which parish to join. Others may not yet be
part of any church but are visiting different churches to find a community of
faith that they might join.
Many people go ‘church shopping’ before they decide to join the Catholic
Church. Often they will speak about the difference between the warm welcome they received at Protestant churches they visited and the unwelcoming
experience of visiting Catholic parishes. At a Protestant church, they were welcomed warmly at the door, shown to a seat, given a bulletin and a hymn book,
encouraged to share in tea/coffee after the service, asked if they'd like the minister to call on them and encouraged to come back the following week. When
they went to a Catholic church, by contrast, often nobody even said hello. Fortunately, many join us anyway, but their experience suggests that there may be
many, many more who never come back after their first visit.
The minister of hospitality should pay special attention to anyone who is visiting, Catholic or non-Catholic. They may be the first personal contact someone has with the Catholic Church and how they respond may well determine
whether that person will one day become a member of the church or will simply walk away.

A Ministry of Care
The conversation between an arriving worshiper and minister of hospitality is
often very brief, especially as the time for the liturgy to begin gets closer and
the number of people arriving increases. But it does not have to be superficial.
If you know something of their situation, make reference to it, where appropriate – something that lets them know that they matter and we care. If you don’t
know the person, introduce yourself and ask their name – take the risk of them
being someone who you should have known!

“Continue to love each other like brothers
and remember always to welcome strangers,
for by doing this,
some people have entertained angels without knowing it.”
Hebrews 13:2

“

God of the nations,
to your table all are invited
and in your family no one is a stranger.
Satisfy the hunger
of those gathered in this house of prayer,
and mercifully extend
to all the peoples on earth
the joy of salvation and faith.
Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ,
your Son, who lives and reigns with you
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
God for ever and ever. Amen.

”

