
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many people find the new 
translation of the response, Et 

cum spiritu tuo in the revised 
English version of the Missal 
difficult to understand, certainly 
compared with the translation, 
‘And also with you’ to which 
English speakers have become 
accustomed. The new translat-
ion appears, conversely, rather 
traditional, and the reasons and 
meaning behind the introduc-
tion of the words ‘your spirit’ 
are unclear to many members of 
English-speaking congregations 
who will soon be using this phrase at every Mass. 
 
A theological spin 

    
Some people try to explain the introduction of ‘And 
with your spirit’ by claiming that it refers to the effect 
of the Holy Spirit in the priest, so it becomes a prayer 
that the Lord will increase the grace of his priestly 
ordination. In a recent number of The Pastoral Review, 
for instance, one writer explained that the ‘spirit’ is ‘the 
identity which the Holy Spirit bestows upon them in 
Ordination and which they exercise in the Liturgy’. 
Another explanation proposes that the people pray 
that in his ministry the celebrant will be faithful to the 
spirit of his ordination. Similar interpretations can be 
found elsewhere, one even referring to the response as 
a prayer that the Spirit strengthen the ‘character’ of the 
sacrament of ordination received by the priest.1 
 
All of these glosses seem to go back to the authorit-
ative 1950 study of The Mass of the Roman Rite by the 

famous Austrian Jesuit, Josef 
Jungmann, and his commentary 
on the phrase. He first explains 
it as simply a Jewish way of 
saying ‘you’, observing tersely, 
‘This is a Semitism: Spiritus tuus 
= your person = you’, a view 
shared by J. A. Fitzmyer in his 
comment that sometimes ‘it is a 
mere substitute for the personal 
pronoun’.2 Jungmann, however, 
went on to note that St John 
Chrysostom in the fourth cent-
ury, ‘referred “thy spirit” to the 
indwelling Holy Spirit’, and also 

explained that ‘and with thy spirit’ points to the 
celebrant performing the sacrifice of the Mass ‘in the 
power of the Holy Spirit’.3 Indeed, Chrysostom does 
explain that the people’s response is addressed to the 
celebrant as the person about to offer the sacrifice and 
notes ‘the invisible grace’ of the Spirit being present in 
the celebrant to bring about the mystical sacrifice 
through him.4 Chrysostom thus seems to be the ultim-
ate authority for the interpretation of the response in 
terms of the priest’s ordination, even though Jung-
mann, while describing Chrysostom’s view, does not 
himself accept it. 
 
In fact, such an explanation of Et cum spiritu tuo as 
referring to the grace of the Holy Spirit in the ordained 
celebrant seems to me fanciful and contrived. In Chry-
sostom its main occurrence, quoted by Jungmann, is in 
a homily he gave on the feast of Pentecost, when Chry-
sostom was prepared to garner all possible references 
to the (Holy) Spirit, even remote or unlikely ones, 
such as Et cum spiritu tuo. Many of the Fathers are noto-
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rious for the way in which they imaginatively manip-
ulate and interpret their sources to serve their homilet-
ic purposes. I wonder also if part of the modern popul-
arity of this interpretation in terms of the grace of 
priestly ordination is because it can help to propagate 
the difference between priests and people which the 
Vatican Council tried so much to diminish and which 
others are now regrettably attempting to re-establish.5  
 
Back to the Bible 

    
The liturgical phrase itself long predates Chrysostom 
and is to be found without explanation as early as the 
third-century Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus of 
Rome.6  But, of course, the ultimate source for the phr-
ase must be the letters of Saint Paul, where it is to be 
found in four places: ‘The Lord be with your spirit’ (2 
Tim 4:22); ‘May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be 
with your spirit, brothers and sisters. Amen’ (Gal 
6:18); and ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with 
your spirit’ (Phil 4:23 and Philemon 25). The question 
is, what does ‘with your spirit’ mean in Paul? 
 
It should be recognised for a start that it has nothing 
to do with the Holy Spirit: it appears to be just a 
common formula for saying farewell. Also, it is mostly 
addressed to whole communities, not to their presby-
ters or ministers, far less to ordained priests. But as we 
try to get closer to what it does mean, we see that in 
the Bible the term ‘spirit’ sometimes just seems equiv-
alent to ‘soul’, or ‘life’, as when in Luke’s Gospel the 
dying Jesus prays, ‘Into your hands I commit my spir-
it’, quoting Psalm 31:5, a prayer which is imitated by 
Stephen in Acts 7:59. Elsewhere the psalmist prays 
that God will put ‘a new and right spirit within me’ 
(51:10).  
 
A similar understanding of the term is exhibited in 
Paul’s contrast between the spirit and the body or the 
flesh, as when he describes some believers as ‘holy in 
body and spirit’ (1 Cor 7:34). At other times he 
contrasts the spirit with the mind, as when he notes 
that ‘my spirit prays but my mind is unproductive’ (1 
Cor 14:14-15) or when the Ephesians are urged to ‘be 
renewed in the spirit of your minds’ (Eph 4:23). Dis-
concertingly, however, Paul can also draw a distinction 
between the spirit and the soul, as when he prays for 
the Thessalonians, ‘may your spirit and soul and body be 

kept sound and blameless’ (1 Thess 5:23). ‘Spirit’ here 
may seem to be redundant to those accustomed to 
thinking of individuals as being made up of just bodies 
and souls, and one commentator describes it as ‘a baff-
ling tripartite anthropology’ which is ‘much debated’.7  
Perhaps the simplest understanding is to view the 
three terms as referring to different aspects of the 
individual person: the body denoting the physical 
component; the soul meaning the principle of life; and 
the spirit as referring to the intellectual, or thinking, 
dimension. This seems to harmonise with other occas-
ions when Paul uses the term ‘spirit’ in a religious 
context, as when he descryibes himself as serving God 
‘with my spirit’ (Rom 1:9), or praises fellow-Christians 
who have ‘refreshed my spirit’ (1 Cor 16:18), or urges 
the Roman Christians to ‘be ardent in spirit’ (Rom 
12:11). The Pauline farewell phrase, ‘with your spirit’ 
thus can be viewed as locating the person within a 
reflective religious context, commending his corres-
pondents to God.  
 
Taken over into the Eucharist to express the people’s 
response to the celebrant’s greeting of, ‘The Lord be 
with you’, the phrase is to be understood fully as ‘And 
the Lord be with your spirit’. The really important 
point here is not the word ‘spirit’, but the word ‘with’, 
a word which could not appear simpler yet which in 
the Bible contains great theological richness. In a 
previous article for Thinking Faith entitled ‘God with 
us’, I used the phrase’s frequent appearances in the Old 
and New Testaments to show that it points to God 
giving a task to someone who protests that they are 
inadequate to fulfil it, only to find their objection met 
with God’s counter-promise that he will be ‘with’ 
them, guaranteeing that with his help they can fulfil 
the commission he has given them.8  
 
So here we have a partnership between priest and peo-
ple, a partnership with a purpose: each praying that 
the Lord will be ‘with’ the other in their shared act of 
worship. This Eucharistic act is something they would 
not dare to consider themselves adequate to undertake, 
had they not received the Lord’s commission that his 
disciples ‘do this in memory of me’ (Lk 22:19); and it 
can be undertaken now only because the risen Christ 
himself promised to be ‘with’ his Church until the end 
of the age (Mt 28:20). That is surely the main point 
underlying the phrase ‘And with your spirit’? 
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