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An Orientation to Praying the Liturgy of the Hours 
 

One of the anchors of a lay Cistercian life is regular prayer. This is because one of the most important aspects of 

a Cistercian monastic life is praying at the seven traditional times of day (Vigils/Office of Readings, Morning 

Prayer, mid-morning, noon, mid-afternoon, Evening Prayer, and Night Prayer), often called the Hours.  

Typically, due to the obligations of our secular lives we cannot pray all seven Offices as monastics do. 

Nonetheless, many of us have found that some portion of the Liturgy of the Hours works well; it connects us to 

the praying life of the Church throughout all space and time, including the Cistercians. Morning and Evening 

Prayer are traditionally the most important.
1
 

 

Elsewhere on the Conversi site there is more information on the part liturgical prayer plays in the life of 

Cistercian monks and nuns, and therefore in ours. This guide does not intend to duplicate that, but rather to 

provide a practical introduction to praying these traditional prayers. At the end there is a glossary of terms, 

because we don’t assume everyone is born knowing them. 

 

Like the Mass, the Liturgy of the Hours consists of parts that don’t change, interleaved with parts that do. This 

makes it less boring, but more challenging to navigate. 

 

A very simple way to test the waters 

 

It is not necessary to buy a copy of the Liturgy of the Hours to begin with. You can find Morning and Evening 

Prayer at www.universalis.com (accessible from the Prayer Aids link on the website), or you can buy a copy of 

Magnificat at a Catholic bookstore, which will give you the prayers for one month at a time. Personally, I find 

the regular Liturgy of the Hours books more practical, because it is not necessary to buy a new one every month 

or be near a computer. However, if you find books too bulky, Universalis can also send the prayers to your 

email, your cell phone, or your hand-held device. 

 

The pages at www.universalis.com include some historical material about the Liturgy of the Hours, and 

suggestions about how to pray them. Much more information is found at the beginning of Volume I of The 

Liturgy of the Hours, in “The Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours.” 

 

If you prefer to pray the Hours in Spanish, you might want to investigate 

http://www.liturgiadelashoras.com.ar/    OR 

http://www.caminayven.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=1433 

OR http://mx.geocities.com/luigui_pelon/home.htm 

 

For French, try www.missa.org/liturgie_heures_aut.php  OR 

http://services.liturgiecatholique.fr/ 

 

Start with one Hour and see how it fits into your life. Be gentle with yourself: this is not a contest to see who 

prays more. It’s an attempt to find a pattern that works for you over the long haul, acknowledging that 

sometimes “life happens” and what used to work no longer does. It is better to pray just Morning Prayer in full 

                                                 
1
 “General Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours,” in The Liturgy of the Hours (New York: Catholic Book 

Publishing, 1975) volume I, p. 43 section 40: “Morning and Evening Prayer are therefore to be reckoned as of 

the highest importance, as the prayer of the Christian community. Their public or communal celebration should 

be encouraged, especially in the case of those who live in community. Indeed, the recitation of these Hours 

should be recommended also to individual members of the faithful unable to take part in a celebration in 

common.” 

http://www.universalis.com/
http://www.universalis.com/
http://www.liturgiadelashoras.com.ar/
http://www.caminayven.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=1433
http://mx.geocities.com/luigui_pelon/home.htm
http://www.missa.org/liturgie_heures_aut.php
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awareness of the text and the Lord than to whiz through the the Invitatory, the Office of Readings, Morning 

Prayer, and later day-time prayer, Evening Prayer, and Compline without really being present to either the 

prayer or God. If you miss an Office one day, just go on to the next. If you are already praying Morning and 

Evening Prayer and aren’t certain about adding the entire Office of Readings, you could start by reading the two 

readings for the day without their psalms. 

 

I want to use a single book (Shorter Christian Prayer or Christian Prayer) or 4-volume set of books (The 

Liturgy of the Hours). How do I know which I want? 

 

The psalms and prayers for Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, and Night Prayer are the same in all these 

versions. So let’s look at how they differ. 

 

The one-volume versions stack the seasonal antiphons at the head of the psalms; the volumes for Ordinary Time 

of the four-volume set are uncluttered by those. You may choose to use a Shorter Christian Prayer to start out 

with, and keep it to use when traveling or at your workplace, as it is much smaller, and only costs about $10. 

 

Shorter Christian Prayer 

 

Shorter Christian Prayer contains only Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, and Night Prayer/Compline), with a 

much abbreviated set of the prayers proper to the saints, and the texts to hymns. This is a very slim book, 

smaller than a typical paperback. 

 

In this edition, the canticle for Morning Prayer (the Benedictus) is printed inside the front cover, and the 

Magnificat for Evening Prayer is printed inside the back cover. Page 15 indicates when to begin the cycle after 

Easter with week 1. These dates run up to 2015 in the recent printing with the black cover, but in the older 

printing with the red cover, the list after Pentecost goes up only to 2005. There is only one set of psalms 

covering the four weeks, and very few propers for saints. There is a full set of propers for Advent/Christmas and 

for Lent/Easter, which will work the same as the larger volumes discussed below. Compline varies only by the 

day of the week, as usual. 

 

Christian Prayer  

 

Christian Prayer is slightly shorter and a bit thicker than a typical hymnal, and costs about $30, slightly more if 

you find the zippered edition “with music”. It contains the Office of Readings and day-time offices as well; its 

shorter readings are slightly longer than those in the four-volume set of the Liturgy of the Hours or Shorter 

Christian Prayer; it has more saints’ propers than Shorter Christian Prayer but far fewer than the Liturgy of the 

Hours. Christian Prayer has a a one-week subset of the day-time hours and a restricted cycle of readings for the 

Office of Readings, while the Liturgy of the Hours has a different set of readings for every day of the year. With 

the exception that the day-time prayers and the office of readings for ordinary time (that is, not 

Advent/Christmas or Lent/Easter) are found at the back of the single volume, the general arrangement is similar 

to the four-volume set.  

 

The 4-volume Liturgy of the Hours 

 

A boxed set of the four-volume Liturgy of the Hours costs between $140 and $180, depending on the cover 

material; volumes may also be purchased individually. Each volume is slightly shorter and a bit thicker than a 

typical hymnal. 
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Using Christian Prayer with the St. Joseph Guide 
 

Every year, the Catholic Book Publishing Corp. (www.catholicbookpublishing.com) publishes the Saint Joseph 

Guide for the Liturgy of the Hours. This very inexpensive  (a dollar or two) guide to the English-language 

version gives the page numbers for Morning and Evening Prayer for each date of the year. (There are separate 

guides for Christian Prayer, and for both the one-volume and four-volume large print versions.) If the fixed part 

of the liturgy is not the everyday version, the correct pages for the common or proper are also specified. 

Although it uses abbreviations, there is a list of them inside the front cover of the guide. This is one of the least 

complicated ways of finding your way around, and especially handy during the more complicated seasons, 

because it does not require that you know which liturgical week the date falls in, or what the Church considers a 

special day. 

 

For the Liturgy of the Hours, you can tell from the front cover of the guide which volume corresponds to the 

date. There will also be a note on the date you need to switch volumes.  

 

Using the Liturgy of the Hours or Christian Prayer with the St. Joseph Guide 
 

The guide assumes that you know how to blend the unchanging and the variable parts of the liturgy. The plain-

vanilla version of the unchanging part is called the Ordinary, and for February 14 and 18 discussed below, it is 

found in volume III beginning on page 649. More information on using the Ordinary is given below in the 

section on using the Liturgy of the Hours without a guide. However, the simplest way to learn it may be to print 

off a day or two from Universalis.com, and compare what it gives with the ordinary and the specified pages 

from the Liturgy of the Hours. 

 

Let’s turn to a simple day, February 18, 2009. The guide entry reads 

 

ALL 891, Rd & Pr 209; NP 1280. 

 

Using the list of abbreviations on page 2 of the guide, we can tell this means that the texts for all hours, 

beginning with the psalms for the Office of Readings, start on page 891; Morning Prayer, day-time prayers, and 

Night Prayer are right after each other. The readings for the Office of Readings and the Prayer of the Day 

(which is the same prayer used at Mass) begin on page 209; and Night Prayer (Compline) begins on page 1280. 

==================================================== 

For Christian Prayer, the same February 18, 2009, reads 

 

MP 812; DP 1008; EP 818; NP 1046. 

[OOR 1816, Rd 1924f & 2011f; Pr 250] 

 

Morning Prayer begins on page 812 and Evening Prayer on page 818. Day-time prayer is on 1008, and Night 

Prayer on 1046. They seem to assume not many people will be using the Office of Readings, since it is in 

square brackets. The psalms for it begin on page 1812, the readings begin on page 1924 and 2049, and the 

prayer is from Sunday on page 250. 

 

===================================================== 

 

Saints’ memorial days, feasts, and solemnities are slightly more complicated. For example, let’s look at 

February 14, 2009: 

 14. Sat. Sts. Cyril, Monk & Methodius, B (Mem) (1377) 

        From Com of Pas 1734   
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        OOR 807, Rd 193 & 1378, Pr 1380 

        MP 1749, Ps 811, Ant & Pr 1379; DP 816 

        EP I (of Sunday) 821, Ant & Pr 199; NP 1269 

Saint Cyril was a Monk, and Methodius a Bishop; this is a Memorial. 

(1377) is the page number for the Proper of Saints for this day, where there will be a very brief biographical 

sketch. 

Instead of using the Ordinary, we can use the Common of Pastors, beginning on page 1734. 

The Office of Readings will begin on page 807, with the first reading beginning on page 193 and the second on 

page 1378. The prayer will be on page 1380 (and if you attend Mass, it will usually be identical to the prayer of 

the day the priest says). 

Morning Prayer begins on page 1749, with the psalms for it on page 811; the antiphons and prayers are on 1379.  

Daily Prayer begins on page 816. 

Because in 2009, this is a Saturday, instead of a weekday Evening Prayer, we use Evening Prayer I (for Sunday) 

which begins on page 821, with antiphon and prayers on page 199. 

Night prayer (Compline) begins on 1269. 

 

 

For Christian Prayer, this same February 14, 2009 looks like this: 

 

 14. Sat Sts. Cyril, Monk & Methodius, B (Mem) 1092 

       MP (1426) (Ant) 770; DP 1022; EP (250) 775; NP 1034 

      [OOR 1806, Rd 1924f & 2046f; Pr 1093] 

Morning Prayer is taken from the Office of Pastors beginning on page 1426, but we use the antiphon 

from page 770; Daily Prayer begins on page 1022; Evening Prayer is using the antiphon for the Canticle of 

Mary (Magnificat) from page 250, with the Evening Prayer for Sunday beginning on page 775; Night Prayer is 

on page 1034. The Office of Readings psalms begin on page 1806, with readings beginning on pages 1924 and 

2046, continuing to subsequent pages, and the prayer on page 1093. 

 

=============================================================== 

 

During Advent and Lent, more of the readings and prayers vary day by day, so it becomes necessary to flip to 

the front of The Liturgy of the Hours or Christian Prayer even for Morning and Evening Prayer. Except for 

major feasts and solemnities, the psalms are still in their usual weekly place, but the readings and prayers that 

follow them are found in the front of the volume 

 

How to orient yourself without the guide   
=============================================================== 

The zippered edition of Christian Prayer contains introductory materials, followed by: 

1. The Proper of Seasons 

2. Solemnities 

3. The Ordinary 

4. The four-week psalter, followed by daytime prayer, the complementary psalmody (used if you pray 

more than one of the day-time hours), and night prayer 

5. The Proper of Saints 

6. Commons 

7. Office for the Dead 

8. Hymns 

9. Music for the Liturgy of the Hours 

10. Office of Readings, with psalter, biblical readings, and non-biblical readings. 
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11. A two-year cycle of scriptural passages for the Office of Readings. These are references to the passages, 

not the printed passages. 

================================================================ 

 
The major pieces of each volume of The Liturgy of the Hours 

 

1. The introductory matter contains calendar information on liturgical days and celebrations. 

2. Proper of Seasons – the readings for the Office of Readings and prayer of the day, and in some seasons 

other readings as well. 

3. Solemnities  

4. The Ordinary of the Liturgy of the Hours 

5. The Psalter 

6. Proper of Saints 

7. Commons  

8. Office for the Dead 

9. Appendices 

10. Indices of psalms, canticles, biblical readings, non-biblical readings, hymns, and an alphabetical index 

of celebrations. 

 

Which volume? 

 

For The Liturgy of the Hours, the volume is determined by the liturgical week. When using Christian Prayer, 

the volume is not an issue, but you still need to know the liturgical week of the year, which you can find on a 

Catholic calendar, on universalis.com, or perhaps on your church bulletin. Figuring it out from the calendars at 

the front of the volume is not as easy as these other methods, but it can be done. You will also want to know 

when it is a solemnity or other special day, such as Ash Wednesday. You can look for the propers for the saints 

at the back of the volume by the calendar date. However, don’t obsess over being in the right place; praying the 

wrong set of psalms is not a mortal sin. With practice, it becomes easier to find your way around. 

 

The liturgical year begins with the first Sunday in Advent, four Sundays before Christmas, so Volume I of The 

Liturgy of the Hours contains the texts for Advent and the Christmas season. 

Volume II contains Lent and the Easter season, through Pentecost. 

Volume III contains weeks 1-17 of Ordinary Time.  

Volume IV contains weeks 18-34 of Ordinary Time. 

 

Ordinary time means the time designated by the week numbers: everything that is not in the important seasons 

of Advent/Christmas or Lent/Easter. Because the date of Easter varies but the date of Christmas does not, the 

number of weeks between the start of ordinary time and the beginning of Lent varies, and you will put aside 

Volume III to pick up Volume II for Lent/Easter, then go back to Volume III.  

 

The psalms repeat in a four-week cycle. The propers for the Sunday contain a red notation of which week of the 

rotation to use. For instance,  

 

EIGHTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

Psalter, Week IV 

 

The version of the Liturgy of the Hours currently in use is designed (if one prays enough of the Hours) to cycle 

through the entire book of psalms in four weeks (with a very few exceptions; see p. 64 of Volume I, section 130 

of the “General Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours”). The psalm cycle does not change from one month to 
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the next, and the prayers within Morning and Evening Prayer do not change either. However, there is a different 

set of readings for the Office of Readings (which corresponds to the monastic Vigils) for each day, even if you 

choose to ignore the Proper of Saints.   

 

What is the ordinary, and how does it fit with the texts? 

 

The ordinary is the framework for each Office, the general outline of what goes where, and the texts that do not 

change. Instructions to the user are called rubrics because they are printed in red; the Latin word for ‘red’ was 

ruber. The red words are not read aloud; they are signposts.  

 

The ordinary begins with the Invitatory, a psalm that is said before the first Office of the day, whether that is the 

Office of Readings, Morning Prayer. Usually it is Psalm 94 (95), but there is a list of other possibilities. The 

invitatory begins with a responsory: “Lord, open my lips—And my mouth will proclaim your praise”. If there is 

a leader and a congregation, the leader would say the first phrase and the congregation the response after the 

dash. This will be abbreviated in the Psalter portion to “Lord, open my lips,” but it means say the whole thing. 

 

Then comes the place for the antiphon, which at its simplest is going to be given first thing in the proper for the 

day. So, to see how this works, turn to Volume I, p. 891.  At the top of page 891, there is  

 

Lord open my lips. 

Ant. Cry out with joy to the Lord, all the earth; serve the Lord with gladness. 

Invitatory psalm, 649. 

 

So the responsory is said, then the antiphon, then the invitatory psalm, followed by the “Glory to the Father”, 

then the antiphon is repeated. 

 

There are other possibilities for the antiphon on feast days and the memorials of saints, listed in the rubrics on 

page 649.  

 

The Office of Readings starts with the responsory “God, come to my assistance. Lord, make haste to help me”, 

“Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in the beginning, is now, and will be 

forever”, “Alleluia” (except in Lent); this is omitted if the Invitatory was prayed immediately before the Office 

of Readings. Then there is a hymn (optional in private recitation), three psalms, each with an antiphon at the 

beginning and with the Glory to the Father before the repetition of the antiphon at the end, a first reading 

followed by a short prayer, and a second reading. (Note: the “Glory to the Father” is not written in; the 

instruction to say it is in v. I p. 63 n. 1 23.) If it is a Sunday or a solemnity, the Te Deum is prayed then. The 

Office ends with a concluding prayer. Each office is followed by a blessing found in the ordinary, which will 

differ depending on whether the Office is being prayed in solitude, in a group, or in a group led by a priest. 

 

The next Office is Morning Prayer (Lauds). It consists of the responsory, followed by the Glory be to the 

Father (in full, and followed by Allelluia except during Lent). Once again, this is omitted if the Invitatory or the 

Office of Readings was prayed immediately before Morning Prayer. Then there may be a hymn. There are three 

psalms with their antiphons, a brief reading, a responsory, and the Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, followed 

by prayers which end with the Our Father, then the prayer of the day.  

 

Day-time prayers (mid-morning, noon, mid-afternoon/Terce, Sext, None) are shorter. They begin with the 

antiphon and the Glory to the Father, followed by an optional hymn, and three psalms with antiphons, a short 

reading, and a closing prayer. There is only one set of psalms in the main part of the book for these hours; if you 

are praying more than one, you will probably want to make use of the Complementary Psalmody in the back of 

the volume. 
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Evening Prayer (Vespers) begins with the typical responsory and Glory to the Father, an optional hymn, three 

psalms, a brief reading, a responsory, the Magnificat, intercessions, the Our Father, and the concluding prayer, 

followed by the blessing. 

 

Night Prayer (Compline) is much less variable; there is one version for each day of the week. There is the 

usual antiphon and Glory to the Father, psalms, brief reading, responsory, and the antiphon before the Nunc 

dimittis (Lord, now let your servant depart in peace), the Glory to the Father, the antiphon repeated, and the 

closing blessing. 

 

Many pieces end with the “Glory to be Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, 

is now, and ever shall be” – but it is not always written in. This includes each psalm (though it is acceptable to 

omit it between two pieces of the same psalm) and canticles, after the Benedictus (Blessed be the Lord God of 

Israel) and the Magnificat (My soul magnifies the Lord). There are a few exceptions, which are noted in the 

text, such as the Canticle sung by Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fiery furnace. 

 

Each psalm also has a title and a short introductory verse, which are not read out loud. It is customary to pause 

and reflect at the end of each psalm, and a psalm prayer is provided to end that period. This prayer may be 

omitted in private recitation, as it was designed to gather together the silent prayers of the individuals praying 

the psalms together. 

 

A new copy of the Liturgy of the Hours comes with a separate sheet with the most common prayers; I 

photocopied mine in color and had the results laminated, so they would not wear out. However, ribbon-marking 

the Ordinary, or memorizing it, works as well. 

 

What are the Commons? 

 

For certain days, a variant framework called a Common is used (“common” to a particular type of saint); it will 

have different antiphons, responsories, and prayers, although the general outline follows the Ordinary. 

 

If you don’t have the guide, how do you know when to use a common, and which one to use? Look first in the 

Propers of the Saints for the date (February 14); right after the biography, if anything other than the Ordinary is 

used, the common will be listed. Sometimes, as here for February 14, it will refer you to the Ordinary for the 

Invitatory or give choices of various readings.  

 

NOTE: If you intend to lead a public service, take a look at all this beforehand and draw yourself a road-map, or 

merge the ordinary and texts into a worship aid for yourself and the congregation.  

 

NOTE 2: If you find navigating this daunting at first, it is fine to use the Ordinary and the normal psalms and 

antiphons. When that begins to be boring, you can test the waters of the Propers and Commons again.  

 

The ribbons 

 

Last, the ribbons. They come with simple cut ends, and if you leave them that way, they will certainly ravel, 

especially if you have a cat who helps you during your prayer times. I took mine and drew a very narrow bead 

of Fray Check (a liquid seam sealant that dries clear, available in fabric stores) as close to the end of each 

ribbon as I could, waited till it dried, and cut through the line of Fray Check with sharp scissors to leave a neat 

end with just enough of the sealant left to keep it from fraying. It’s not as soft as the original ribbon there, but 

neither does it unweave itself.  
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The large number of ribbons is useful because you will want one to mark each of several places, depending on 

how you use the book. I have one in the sequence of reading for the Office of Readings at the front, one near the 

Benedictus and/or the Magnificat, one at the next Office for the day, one at Compline, and another back in the 

Propers of Saints.  

 

If the ribbons have completely died, some Catholic bookstores sell replacement markers, consisting of the 

ribbons attached to a tab to push between the spine and the text block. (These are also useful for cookbooks.) 

 

More resources 

 

If you are Anglican/Episcoplian, check out the Easter 2009 issue of the newsletter at 

http://saintgregorysthreerivers.org/ . It has suggestions for other resources. 

 

If you Google “Liturgy of the Hours” + audio, you will find links to podcasts which can be downloaded to your 

MP3 player or computer. Yes, there is audio available for the Spanish as well. 

 

Glossary 
 

Antiphon – a short phrase recited both before and after a psalm or canticle, or before the psalm, between 

verses, and after the psalm in some cases (such as Mass). 

Benedictus - in Latin, the first word of the Song of Zechariah, in English “Blessed be the Lord”. Used in 

Morning Prayer. 

Canticle – a song, sung by one or more people in Scripture. 

Common – a set of antiphons, readings, psalms that is appropriate for a member of a class of saints, such as the 

Common of Pastors, the Common of Martyrs, etc. 

Day-time Prayer – any of the three traditional “little hours”: Terce, Sext, or None, now called mid-morning, 

noon, or mid-afternoon prayers. The traditional names come from the Roman system of starting the day at about 

6, so the third hour was Tertius (about 9 am), the sixth hour was Sextus (about noon), and the ninth hour was 

None (about 3 pm). 

Evening Prayer – the prayer recited in the late afternoon in a monastic setting, traditionally called Vespers. 

Hour – one of the regular prayer times of the day. Traditionally, there are seven in addition to Vigils 

(sometimes called Matins):  Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, and Compline. Prime has been dropped 

since Vatican II. 

Magnificat – in Latin, the first word of the Blessed Virgin’s prayer, in English “My soul proclaims the 

greatness of the Lord”. Used in Evening Prayer. 

Morning Prayer – the Office prayed in the morning. Formerly, there were two, Lauds and Prime, but Prime is 

no longer used. 

Night Prayer – The final prayer of the day, traditionally called Compline. 

Nunc dimittis – in Latin, the first words of the Song of Simeon, in English “Lord, now you let your servant go 

in peace”. Used in Night Prayer. 

Office – a set of antiphons, psalms, readings, and prayers traditionally prayed at a particular time of day; also 

called an “hour”. 

Office of Readings – a modern name for Vigils. It is prayed during the night at monasteries; most lay people 

pray it either in the evening or morning. 

Ordinary – the liturgical skeleton that gives form to each Office. 

Proper, Proper prayers – a set of antiphons, readings, and prayers that belongs to the celebration of a 

particular saint’s day or festival 

Psalm – one of a number of traditional prayers found in the Book of Psalms. 

http://saintgregorysthreerivers.org/


An Orientation to Praying the Liturgy of the Hours   © 2009 Martha F. Krieg p. 9 

version 1.1  4/4/2009 

Responsory – a short prayer designed to wrap up the prayer or reading that has just preceded it. This makes 

more sense in a communal prayer setting, where the prayer or reading is done by a single person, and the rest of 

the community joins itself to what has just been said. 

Vigils – See Office of Readings 

 

 


