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Only as an older child did I figure out that some of the folks I called “aunt” or “uncle” 
were not blood relatives at all, but were good friends of my parents whom we saw 
frequently. Another social convention in our home was that we kissed relatives and these 
close friends hello and goodbye. And maybe that’s why I considered the non-relatives 
part of the family: a warm, caring, secure relationship was evident from both relatives 
and close friends. This is what a kiss came to mean to me: a warm and welcome 
relationship. 
 
A kiss is an exchange between two persons, indicative of some kind of a relationship. 
Although much of society and the entertainment media limit the meaning of kissing to 
an erotic relationship, its meaning in times past and now includes more than sexual 
intimacy. If we are to have any understanding at all of a liturgical use of kissing, we must 
delve into the richness this gesture connotes. 
 
 
Universal Gesture, Many Meanings 
 
Kissing in one form or another seems to be a fairly universal gesture—but not always 
with the same meaning. Used more in the West than in the East, the Romans actually 
had three different Latin words for “kiss.”2 Basium is a kiss between acquaintances, 
possibly linked to the Latin basis meaning foundation or basic. A kiss would be given as a 
social custom and perhaps used to seal an agreement. Suavium is a kiss between lovers 
with erotic implications, possibly linked to the Latin suavis meaning sweet, pleasant, and 
delightful. Finally, osculum is a kiss between close relatives and friends, and means a 
“little mouth” or a caress, to make much of. This is the kiss I experienced as a child, with 
little distinction between relatives and close friends. 
 
Scripture has numerous passages indicating a kiss being given. My consulting the Latin 
Vulgate showed me virtually all the references I looked up used osculum. Even in the 
Canticle of Canticles with its erotic overtones, osculum is used (which underscores, for 
me, that this beautiful poem is really an allegory for God as the “hound of heaven” or for 

                                                 
1Theodore of Mopsuestia, “Sermons on the Sacraments,” V, “Symbols of the Eucharist” 5:7 in 

Edward Yarnold, S.J., The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation: The Origins of the R.C.I.A. (Collegeville: 
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2See Tad Tuleja, Curious Customs: The Stories Behind 296 Popular American Rituals (New York: 
Harmony Books, 1987), 39.  See also Michael P. Foley, “The Whence and Whither of the Kiss of Peace in 
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Christ’s relentless love for his Body, the church). Another of my favorite images is found 
in Psalm 85:11 (RNAB): “justice and peace will kiss,” indicating the close relationship 
between biblical justice (righteousness) and peace.
 
The gospels have only four passages mentioning a kiss. The first (Luke 7:38, 45) is the 
pericope about Jesus dining in the home of a Pharisee where a “sinful woman” bathes 
Jesus’ feet with her tears, anoints, and kisses his feet, at which the Pharisee mutters to 
himself about Jesus letting such a woman touch him. Jesus chides the Pharisee for not 
washing and anointing his feet and greeting him with a kiss when he arrived at his home, 
but this “sinful woman” does. The other three gospel passages mentioning a kiss are 
parallel pericopes about Judas’s betrayal of Jesus with a kiss (Matt 26:48; Mark 14:44; 
Luke 22:47). This gesture of betrayal is so abhorrent to us because a gesture indicating a 
relationship was used as a sign of betray and, in effect, announced Judas’s severed 
relationship with Jesus.3 
 
Five letters in the new Testament conclude with the bid to greet each other with “a holy 
kiss” (see Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thes 5:26; 1 Pet 5:14 has “with a loving 
kiss”). One of the earliest liturgical witnesses to this holy kiss is found in Justin Martyr’s 
First Apology: “When we have ended the prayers, we greet one another with a kiss.”4 
Kissing has been part of the structure of the Mass from earliest times. The revised 
Roman Missal of Vatican II did not introduce a new rite with the kiss of peace, but 
extended it beyond the pre-Vatican II use at solemn Mass where it was given to just the 
ministers and dignitaries present. 
 
Probably no other element of the ordinary form of the Mass than the kiss of peace5 has 
caused so much consternation when it was implemented and continues to be so vexing 
for some. True, the gesture lends itself to misinterpretation and abuse. Following the 
2005 Eleventh Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on the Eucharist, 
Pope Benedict XVI issued the apostolic exhortation Sacramentum Caritatis. The Holy 
Father notes that “during the Synod of Bishops there was discussion about the 
appropriateness of greater restraint in this gesture, which can be exaggerated and cause 
a certain distraction in the assembly just before the reception of Communion” (no. 49).

                                                 
3It is interesting to note that only John has Jesus dismissing Judas before the Supper (John 13:27) 

and only John omits the kiss of betrayal.  This is consistent with John’s account whereby Jesus is 
choosing his passion and death and is fully in charge of his destiny.  When Judas and the soldiers come to 
Jesus in the garden to arrest him, it is Jesus who speaks first, “Whom are you looking for?” (John 18:4), 
and Jesus who announces his identity, “I AM” (John 18: 5, 6, 8).   

41 Apol 65:2 in R.C.D. Jasper and G.J. Cuming, Prayers of the Eucharist: Early and Reformed, 
third rev. ed. (New York:  Pueblo Publishing Company, 1987), 28.  This is a mid-second century text. 

5Because I am focusing on the meanings of “kiss,” I have chosen to retain the phrase “kiss of peace” 
rather than the U.S. Sacramentary’s “sign of peace” throughout this essay. 
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Two issues come to light here. First, exaggeration in terms of the length of time given to 
the kiss of peace and the emotive exuberance of some can easily distort the essential, 
liturgical meaning of the kiss. Second, while the Holy Father does endorse use of the kiss 
of peace, he is concerned about what we convey to each other at this particularly sacred 
time of the Mass. To put it another way, is the kiss of peace focused on ourselves or on 
something (Someone) else? In order to address these issues, a survey of bishops has been 
conducted and the recommendation of the U.S. bishops is that the kiss of peace be 
moved to after the Liturgy of the Word and before the presentation of the gifts. As of this 
writing, the Holy Father has not made a decision about whether the kiss of peace will 
stay where it is (as a preparation for receiving Holy Communion) or be moved to after 
the Liturgy of the Word. Whatever his decision, the following remarks are still pertinent 
for the catechesis now taking place in dioceses and parishes in preparation for receiving 
the third edition of the Roman Missal. 
 
 
Kiss of Peace after the Liturgy of the Word 
 
There is clear precedent for placing the kiss of peace at this part of the Mass. But the 
scriptural rationale for it is different. When it comes just before the presentation of gifts, 
the apropos passage is Matthew 5:23-24: “Therefore, if you bring your gift to the altar, 
and there recall that your brother has anything against you, leave your gift there at the 
altar, go first and be reconciled with your brother [and sister], and then come and offer 
your gift.” The context for this passage is the Sermon on the Mount, that wonderful 
blueprint for Christian identity and living.
 
Cyril of Jerusalem wrote in his initiation homily, “Sermon 5: The Eucharistic Rite”: “Do 
not assume that this is the customary kiss exchanged by friends in public. No, this kiss 
joins souls together in search of complete forgiveness from one another. So the kiss is a 
mark of fusion of souls, and of the expulsion of all resentment for wrongs.”6 The peace 
that is desired and extended during the eucharistic celebration is much more than simply 
a desire for peace among humans that humans themselves can initiate. This is the peace 
that comes from the communion of the baptized, those who find a common identity in 
being members of the Body of Christ. Theodore of Mopsuestia explicitly links giving the 
kiss of peace with our baptismal identity: 
 

This kiss which all present exchange constitutes a kind of profession of the unity 
and charity that exists among them. . . . this act is an acknowledgement that we 
have all become the single body of Christ our Lord, and so must preserve with one 
another that harmony that exists among the limbs of a body, loving one another 
equally, supporting and helping one another, regarding the individual’s needs as 
concerns of the community, sympathizing with one another’s sorrows and sharing 
in one another’s joys.  

                                                 
65:3 in Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites, 90. 
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[40.] The new birth that we underwent at baptism is unique for this reason, 
that it joins us into a natural unity; and so we all share the same food when we 
partake of the same body and the same blood, for we have been linked in the unity 
of baptism.7 

 
Theodore goes on to quote Matthew 5:23-24 and speaks at length about how important it 
is to be reconciled with one another in the Body before receiving the Sacrament. This is a 
matter of integrity: to be one with Christ we must be one with his Body. 
 
This insistence on the need for reconciliation and harmony among the members of the 
Body before presenting the gifts makes sense for a Mass where introductory rites with 
the kind of penitential tone that we presently have was still not in place. I would argue 
that if the kiss of peace is moved to after the Liturgy of the Word, we would be 
overloading the beginning of the Mass with penitential elements. Moreover, it would 
seem also to run a risk of diluting the meaning and impact of calling to mind our sins 
during the introductory rites. 
 
I believe that catechesis is needed for the import of the penitential act during the 
introductory rites. Too many people still understand this to be “confession” in the sense 
of the Sacrament of Penance, and this is clearly not the case. The Sacrament of Penance 
is about conversion of life along with forgiveness of sins. What we want to preserve from 
the Mass of the earliest times is the connection between preparing for liturgy by seeking 
unity with one another, based on Matthew 5:23-24, that is, that we cannot celebrate the 
sacrament of unity (Eucharist) unless we desire forgiveness and reconciliation with God 
and each other. Eucharist as a sacrament of reconciliation can be understood only in this 
way. It is reconciling precisely because the one Body is invited to share in the Body and 
Blood of the Lord. To come to the altar without unity of the Body is truly a sacrilege. If 
the purpose of the penitential act during the introductory rites were more clear and the 
purpose of liturgy itself were more clear—to give God praise and thanks by enacting 
Christ’s paschal mystery—I believe this would pave the way to shift the liturgical 
emphasis away from the community and much more toward God, a truly worthy goal of 
catechesis. 
 
 
Kiss of Peace before Receiving Holy Communion 
 
Now let’s consider the meaning of the kiss of peace at its present location in the 
Communion rite. The prayer that precedes the invitation to give the peace gives us the 
context: it is reminiscent of John 14:27 which is part of Jesus’ Last Supper discourse. 
This passage makes clear that the kind of peace Jesus gives is not “as the world gives” but 

                                                 
7Theodore of Mopsuestia, Baptismal Homily IV, 39-40 in Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites, 

221-22.  While insisting that this kiss of peace take place before Communion, in fact it happens just before 
the lavabo in the eucharistic structure Theodore is outlining.  It is the linking of the kiss with baptism that 
is our real point here. 
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is the peace that comes only from Jesus—the peace that reigns in the eternal harmony 
and divine perichoresis taking place within the Holy Trinity. So, the first point to be 
made is that giving the peace is simply not a matter of our giving it to each other. One 
rubric not included in the 1970/75 Roman Missal is found in earlier Missals, namely, 
before giving the kiss of peace to the other ministers the priest would kiss the Host, the 
corporal, or paten (various practices; in the 1962 extraordinary form, the priest kisses 
the paten right after the Our Father). This is a sign that the peace is that of Christ, 
particularly apparent when the priest bends to kiss the altar, as he does at the beginning 
and conclusion of the eucharistic rite. The altar is consecrated with chrism (as are the 
baptized and those being ordained), setting the altar apart from being simply a necessary 
furnishing to be a symbol of the presence of Christ within the community. 
 
More importantly, the prayer before the giving of peace may be related to John 20:19 and 
21. Here it is the risen Christ extending peace to his disciples. Note, too, that this is 
accompanied by the conferral of the Holy Spirit and the promise of forgiveness. The kiss 
of peace at Mass is, indeed, a celebration of our identity as the Body of Christ and a joyful 
expression of the risen life that Jesus already shares with us. We dare to approach the 
Sacrament because we are united with Christ in the close bond of divine Life. In Holy 
Communion, as Theodore of Mopsuestia pleaded, “Let Christ give me a kiss” (note my 
title for this essay). In an outpouring of love, evident by his quoting from the Canticle of 
Canticle, Theodore is overjoyed at the privilege of receiving the Sacrament and the unity 
that it enacts. So must we be.  
 
Placing the kiss of peace before Holy Communion is not without its ethical demands, 
either. It is unthinkable to celebrate the kind of unity that Communion enacts if we are 
not at peace with one another, if we have not forgiven any wrongs. Giving each other a 
kiss of peace, then, is a pledge to do all we can to bring forgiveness and reconciliation 
wherever it is needed—within families, cities, nations, our whole world. 
 
Giving the kiss of peace during the Communion rite ought not be a somber act. It is a 
joyful act. But perhaps the Holy Father’s desire for greater restraint would take care of 
itself if our catechesis on the kiss of peace would be more adequate. The first challenge is 
to help people grasp beyond an intellectual assent that they are, indeed, the Body of 
Christ. If we grasped better our baptismal identity and dignity, then the joy appropriate 
to the kiss of peace would not be an exuberant, emotive celebration of ourselves as a 
community but rather an expression of our embrace of the shared identity we are given 
in Christ. It is Christ’s peace we give to each other, emanating from the risen Christ and 
his Spirit who dwell within each of us. 
 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
Throughout this essay I have used the language “kiss” of peace. It is always deeply 
moving for me to see couples actually kissing each other or their children during 
Mass—as the priest [and deacon] actually kisses the altar before and after Mass. Poured 
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into that kiss may well be years of struggle and pain (Christ’s passion), an ongoing 
faithfulness to self-giving that builds up the other (Christ’s death on the cross), and an 
expression of joy at all the goodness shared over a lifetime (Christ’s resurrection). The 
kiss of peace is a paschal act. It is a sign of our baptismal entry into Jesus’ paschal 
mystery. It is a promise that the community we share is more than a human community; 
it is the unity of Christ’s Body made visible in reaching out to another. The kiss is a holy 
kiss made possible by the Holy Spirit who is breathed into us at baptism, strengthened at 
confirmation, and affirmed every time we celebrate Eucharist. At the kiss of peace we 
share breath—the Life of the Spirit given us freely by our loving God. 
 
May the peace of Christ be always with us! 


