Liturgy – an Introduction
Hello.  This is Father Edwin Keel.  I am a Marist priest and the Promoter for the Marist Way.  This is the twenty-fifth in our series of talks on Marist spirituality.
Next year, on the first Sunday of Advent 2011, a new translation of the prayers of the Mass will come into use.  In preparation for this important event, the Church is asking that a thorough catechesis on the Liturgy of the Mass be given.  The purpose is to renew our understanding and love of the sacramental ritual that is, according to the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, the “summit and source of Christian life.”
I thought it might be good to contribute to this renewed appreciation of the Mass by including a number of talks in our series on Marist spirituality.  But, you may ask, what has the understanding of the Mass to do with the Marist spiritual tradition?  In my opinion Marist spirituality has everything to do with a proper understanding and participation in the Liturgy.
First of all, Mary, as a faithful Jewish woman, celebrated the rituals of her people:  we see, for instance, she and Joseph presenting Jesus in the temple after his birth; and we are told that they went up to Jerusalem every year for the feast of Passover, and brought Jesus with them when he was twelve years old.  Secondly, according to St. John’s Gospel, Mary was present at the foot of the Cross when Jesus offered the sacrifice which is renewed every time we celebrate Eucharist:  we could say that Mary was present at the “primordial Mass,” as it were.  Thirdly, Marists, while not naïve about the constant need of the Church for reform, are firm in their loyalty to the Church.  Fourthly, when Fr. Colin, founder of the Marists, and the other early Marists went about preaching parish missions, they called themselves not missioners, but catechists, because their emphasis was on renewing people’s knowledge and understanding of their Catholic faith and their practice of the faith.  Fifthly, at a time when the ordinary people of the Church were largely regarded as mere passive recipients of the Church’s ministry, Fr. Colin had a more active view of their role; he may not have had any specific thoughts on a fuller participation in the liturgy itself, but he certainly believed that the faithful are called to contribute actively to the mission of the Church by bringing Christ to the world through their example and good works.
This thought of participation of the faithful in the mission of the Church and in its liturgy is a good place to begin our reflections.  The Mass is not the Mass of the ordained priest.  The Mass is the sacrifice of Christ, and therefore it is the sacrifice of the Body of Christ of which we are all members.  We are God’s priestly people:  St. Peter, in his first letter, says that we are to be a “holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  The ordained priest presides at Eucharist, and his role is a necessary one, but it is all of us together, as a priestly people, who at Mass are being caught up into Christ’s offering of the perfect sacrifice to God the Father.  That is why the Second Vatican Council deemed it of immense importance to return to the traditional practice of celebrating the Mass in the language of the people rather than in the Latin tongue that had become unintelligible to most Catholics.  The Mass must be in the language of the people so that they may participate fully, in a manner proper to themselves as members of Christ, in the Eucharistic liturgy.
But what is offered in the Mass?  True, Christ offers himself, and this, His eternal sacrifice, is made real and present in our midst in the form of His body and blood, present on our altar under the appearances of bread and wine.  But while the Mass is a ritual celebrated in a sacred space in sacred time, it is not an empty ritual separate from and cut off from the rest of our lives and our world.  We do not leave our ordinary, “secular,” lives behind when we enter the sacred space of the church and the sacred time of the ritual.  We bring our whole selves with us, and we bring our whole world with us.  The whole point of the sacrifice is that the whole of the created universe might return to union with its Creator, and we do this when we, immersed as we are in the life of the world, bring it all into the offering with ourselves, in union with Christ, to the Father.  But we can only do this if our lives are spent in reaching out into the world and involvement in the world’s activities in such a way that we bring the world of politics, economics, science, artistry, social activity, work, family, and neighborhood back to God by our example and our efforts.
We often fall into the error of thinking that Liturgy exists to enhance my life.   I go to Mass to “get something out of it.”  And we wonder at times why liturgy seems lifeless.  At least part of the reason is that we have lost a sense that Liturgy is about “putting something into it.”  If liturgy is just pretty ritual, if it is not something that engages us in the depths of our being, if we do not bring our whole selves into the celebration, nothing is going to happen.  Odd as it may sound, there is an analogy between Liturgy and sexuality.  We often refer to sexual activity as “making love.”  Sex can’t produce love.  How empty is sexual activity engaged in by couples who expect it to make up for their lack of love and mutual respect and mutual service.  Couples make love by their daily sacrifices for each other and for their children.  They make love by becoming vulnerable to the needs of spouse and children.  They make love by taking time to appreciate the other in all of the wonder of his or her uniqueness and difference from oneself, and by being grateful for the gift of the other.  If they do these things, then they will have something to celebrate in sexual intimacy.  Otherwise sexuality becomes an empty, meaningless, one might even say abusive, activity.  So also for Liturgy.  If we have not spent our lives in generous service to God’s people; if we have not made room for God’s people, especially the poor and needy, in our lives; if we do not recognize God’s gifts and allow ourselves to be filled with gratitude, we will have nothing to celebrate when we come to Mass, and the ritual will be empty and meaningless.
Mary pondered God’s words to her; she treasured in her heart all the grace-filled events of her life; and she spent herself in obedient service to God, enduring exile, loss, and the spectacle of her flesh and blood dying upon a tree for the sake of God’s saving work.  Thus she could say, as we should be able to say when we come to celebrate liturgy:  “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.”  This is Mary’s way.  This is the Marist way.  This is the way of a Marian Church.
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