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Continuing our reflections on the Introductory Rite of the Mass, we have been greeted in the name of 
the God who has called us and gathered us together – the God who has saved us through the death and 
resurrections of his Son Jesus.  We now acknowledge our sins in the Penitential Act relying on the love 
and mercy of God who offers us forgiveness.  The mercy of God far exceeds our sinfulness.  The primary 
focus is on the mercy of God who forgives us when we acknowledge our sinfulness.  Letting go of our 
sinfulness enables us to now focus on what God is about to do for us, among us, and within us. 

The Penitential Act has five parts.   

The first part is an invitation by the priest to “…acknowledge our sins, and so prepare ourselves to 
celebrate the sacred mysteries” (Roman Missal:  515).  The second part is a period of silent reflection. 
The third part is a common proclamation of our sinfulness.  There are three options for this 

The first option is the Confiteor in which we confess our sins to almighty God and our brothers and 
sisters.  We take responsibility for our sins – what we have done and what we have failed to do “through 
my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”  (Roman Missal:   515)   When we say these 
words we strike our breast just as the tax collector who went up to the temple and, striking his breast, 
said:  “O God be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13).  We ask the help of Mary, all the angels and 
saints, and all our brothers and sisters. 

The second option which no one ever seems to use is for the priest and people to pray:  Priest: Have 
mercy on us, O Lord.  People:   For we have sinned against you.   Priest:  Show us, O Lord your 
mercy.  People:  And grant us your salvation” (RM, p. 516-517). 

The third option is three invocations to which we respond “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord 
have mercy.”  For example:  “You were sent to heal the contrite of heart, Lord have mercy.”  (RM, p. 
518)  There are several series of invocations to choose from. 

The fourth part is a prayer for forgiveness offered by the priest:  “May almighty God have mercy on us, 
forgive our sins, and bring us to life everlasting” (Roman Missal:  515).  Finally, the fifth part is the Kyrie 
Eleison which is Greek for Lord Have Mercy (this is omitted if the third option has been used which 
already includes it). 

Lawrence Johnson sums up the purpose of the Penitential Act:  “…the whole assembly, proclaiming itself 
sinful before a merciful and forgiving God, shows that it is a community ever converting, ever in need of 
reconciliation with God and others.  The people are not called to make an ‘examination of conscience’ 
but rather a proclamation of faith in a God who is loving, kind, and the source of all reconciliation and 
healing”  (Johnson, Lawrence J., The Mystery of Faith:  A Study of the Structural Elements of the Order of 
the Mass.  Washington DC: Federation of Diocesan Liturgical Commissions, 1994:  17) 
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