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Proclaiming the Gospel “From the Midst of the Congregation” 

 
The practice of proclaiming the gospel “from the midst of the congregation,” on 

the floor of the nave, which has become prevalent in the Episcopal Church, requires 
reconsideration.  When we are addressing a group of people and wish to communicate 
effectively, we normally stand not in their midst but apart from them and on higher 
ground.  Why should the deacon or priest who proclaims the gospel do otherwise? 
Proclaiming the gospel on the floor of the nave diminishes the visibility and audibility of 
the reader.  It poses a significant inconvenience to the hearing-impaired. who must 
sometimes rely on watching lip movements to understand what a speaker is saying. 
Furthermore—contrary to widespread belief—it has no basis in tradition. It is a post-
World War II innovation. 

The practice of reading the scriptures from an elevated pulpit or lectern (ambo), 
which prevailed throughout Christendom until the late Middle Ages, had already been 
established in Judaism. We read in the book of Nehemiah: 
 

Ezra the priest brought the law before the assembly, both men and women and all 
who could hear with understanding, on the first day of the seventh month.  And he 
read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until 
midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could 
understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive to the book of the law. 
And Ezra the scribe stood on a wooden pulpit which they had made for the 
purpose.—(8: 12-14a) 
 

At first only one ambo was used for all the readings in the Christian liturgy, including the 
psalm.  At Hagia Sophia and in other Constantinopolitan churches this ambo stood in the 
center of the nave.1  Later in some Roman basilicas a second ambo was added, and the 
larger of the two was reserved for the gospel. 2 In medieval Salisbury the gospel at “Solemn 
Masses” was usually proclaimed from a “pulpitum” in the  rood loft.3  Many inventories of 
pre-Reformation English of church furnishings include gospel lecterns.4  

Ambos began to disappear when language barriers had reduced the Liturgy of the 
Word to a mere formality.  Where they disappeared, the epistle and gospel at “Solemn 
Masses” came to be read on the floor of the chancel at the places where ambos had 
traditionally been located , and at “Low Masses,” which were celebrated by a priest alone, 
they came to be read by the priest at the altar.  Nevertheless the use of ambos at “Solemn 

                                                 
1Hugh Wybrew, The Orthodox Liturgy  (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1996), 49.    Did this 
precedent inspire the novel practice of proclaiming the gospel on the floor of the nave?   Proclaiming the 
gospel from a high ambo in the center of the nave in a church without seats, where people could move 
around and place themselves to see and hear well was quite different from proclaiming it on the floor of a  
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Classics, 1986), I, 417-418. 
3 Nick Sandon, ed. The Use of Sarum: The Ordinary of the Mass (Newton Abbott, England: Antico Church 
Music, 1984), 21. 
4 J.T. Micklethwaite, The Ornaments of the Rubric (London: Longmans, Green, 1898), 40.  



Masses” remained permissible even in the post-Tridentine Roman rite.   J.B. O’Connell, a 
respected rubrician, cited the Caeremoniale episcoporum, (II, viii, 45) as the authority for their 
continued use.5  He argued, furthermore, that their wider use in seminaries and religious 
houses, where most of the worshippers understood Latin, would be advantageous.6   

The practice of reading the epistle and gospel from a pulpit or lectern was restored 
in Church of England at the Reformation.  It survived unchallenged for three centuries.  
Then, under the influence of 19 th century “Ritualists,” who were drawn to late medieval 
usages (as they understood them), most Anglican churches adopted a style of celebrating 
the Eucharist that was patterned upon the late medieval “Low Mass.” The tendency to 
adopt this style of celebration was not limited to Anglo-Catholics.  Low church priests may 
have celebrated in surplices rather than mass vestments and may have chosen to omit  
bows, genuflections, elevations, crossings, and kisses, but their movements conformed in 
broad outline to the medieval Low Mass pattern, even at sung celebrations. By 1900 the 
epistle and gospel were being read at the altar in the vast majority of Anglican churches.  
(In the few places where “Solemn Masses” were  celebrated with Tridentine ceremonial, the 
gospel was read at the north side of the sanctuary, facing the north wall). 

Meanwhile certain leading Anglican liturgists who promoted a Sarum-inspired 
“English use” urged that the epistle and gospel be read facing the people and suggested 
that the gospel be read at sung celebrations from a lectern placed near the top of the 
chancel steps,7 or from the pulpit.8  Their suggestion about proclaiming the gospel from a 
lectern or pulpit, however, went largely unheeded. 

The 20th century Liturgical Movement gave renewed emphasis to the Liturgy of the 
Word, and this emphasis led to changes in ceremonial. The revised Roman Missal adopted 
after Vatican II called for a return to the ancient practice of proclaiming all the lessons, 
including the gospel, from a single ambo, which was to be as intimately associated with the 
Liturgy of the Word as the altar was associated with the Liturgy of the Eucharist:   
 

The dignity of the Word of God requires that in the church there be a suitable place 
from which it may be proclaimed and toward which the attention of the faithful 
naturally turns during the Liturgy of the Word. It is appropriate that genera lly this 
place be a stationary ambo and not simply a movable lectern. The ambo must be 
located in keeping with the design of each church in such a way that the ordained 
ministers and readers may be clearly seen and heard by the faithful. From the ambo 
only the readings, the Responsorial Psalm, and the Easter Proclamation (Exsultet) 
are to be proclaimed; likewise it may be used for giving the Homily and for 
announcing the intentions of the Universal Prayer. The dignity of the ambo requires 
that only a minister of the word should stand at it. 9 
 
The following “additional direction” appears in the 1979 Prayer Book:  

 

                                                 
5 J.B. O’Connell, The Ceremonies of the Mass  (Milwaukee: Bruce Pub. Co., 1956), 556. 
6 O’Connell, Church Building and Furnishing: the Church’s Way (London: Burns & Oates, 1955), 78.  
7 Percy Dearmer, The Parson’s Handbook. 12th ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), 58 and 
elsewhere. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exsultet


It is desirable that the Lessons be read from a lectern or pulpit, and that the Gospel 
be read from the same lectern, or from the pulpit, or from the midst of the 
congregation.10 
 

It is no accident that the reading the gospel “from the midst of the congregation” is the 
choice listed third.  It has been consistently listed third:  in Services for Trial Use,11  in 
Authorized Services, 1973,12 and in the Draft Proposed Prayer Book as well as in the final 
redaction. 

Writers of most Episcopal ceremonial manuals published since the adoption of the 
1979 Prayer Book have explicitly discouraged the practice. Marion Hatchett wrote 
succinctly, “The Gospel should normally be read from the pulpit .”13   

Howard Galley wrote at greater length:  
 

Originally, all the scripture readings, including the gospel, were read from 
the same place, a lectern or pulpit known as the “ambo.”  Because this practice 
emphasizes the unity of the word of God, it is given pride of place in the rubrics of 
the Prayer Book by being listed first (p. 406) and it is the practice recommended 
here. 

The Prayer Book also permits the reading of the gospel “from the midst of 
the congregation,” a practice which, in the form familiar to Episcopalians, first 
became popular in the 1950s.  At that time, it was presented as a helpful alternative 
to the prevailing practice of reading the gospel from the altar, which was usually 
located at some distance from the people.  No thought, apparently, was given to the 
possibility of reading it from the lectern, perhaps because lecterns were then 
associated only with morning and evening prayer.  At any rate, it must be pointed 
out that reading in the midst of the congregation has distinct disadvantages.  
Frequently, it makes it difficult to hear.  Just as importantly, it makes it difficult for 
many people—and most children—to see the person reading it. 

The original “gospel procession” was a procession from the altar, where the 
gospel book had rested since the beginning of the service, to the ambo.  This is the 
practice recommended here.  Should the route be short, because the ambo or 
lectern is located at a corner of the altar platform, there is nothing to prevent the 
procession descending to the floor of the church, turning and walking in front of 
the ambo, and then approaching it from the side furthest from the altar. 14 
 
Byron Stuhlman wrote, “A pulpit is in origin a Gospel lectern and should be used 

as such… If there is no pulpit, the lectern should be used for the Gospel… It has also 
become customary in recent years to read the Gospel from the midst of the congregation. 
It may become difficult to see or hear the gospeller in this place, however.” 15   

                                                 
10 “Additional Directions,” page 406.  
11 Services for Trial Use (New York: Church Hymnal Corp., 1970), 125. 
12 Authorized Services 1973 (New York: Church Hymnal Corp., 1973), 116.  
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 I, likewise, raised strong objections to reading the gospel “from the midst of the 

congregation.”16 
Patrick Malloy, by calling the Prayer Book direction about the place where the 

gospel is to be read “this preference for all the lessons to be read from the same lectern ,” 
showed that he agreed with Galley in equating first listing with “pride of place ,” but he 
also acknowledged that the first choice “is not the only allowable option .” He even 
conceded that “The proclamation of the Gospel from the midst of the congregation 
creates the sense that Christ is living in the midst of the assembly .”  Still, he warned, “In a 
large room, this arrangement can make it difficult and even impossible for some members 
of the assembly, including children, to see the person proclaiming the Gospel .  If it also 
makes it impossible or difficult for some to hear the proclamation, this arrangement will 
have done a major disservice to the assembly and undercut one of the primary aims of the 
Liturgy of the Word.”17 

Why, then, is the practice of reading the gospel “from the midst of the 
congregation” still so prevalent, when several writers have shown that it has no basis in 
tradition and that, by impeding communication, it can subvert the very purpose of the 
Liturgy of the Word?  Obviously, it persists only because people like it.  The mere 
popularity of a questionable practice, however, provides insufficient justification for 
perpetuating it.  
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