
DD = Desiderio Desideravi, Pope Francis, June 29, 2022.  CSL = Constitution on Sacred Liturgy, Vatican II, 1963. 

From a leader in the 20th c Liturgical 

Movement: 

“Whenever I read that we have just 

about finished with the externals of 

Vatican II liturgical reforms and that 

now we can finally begin to interiorize 

these reforms, make them spiritually 

meaningful and fruitful, I am afraid I 

become just a trifle annoyed … 

“[I]f liturgical renewal since the mid-

1920’s had implied chiefly external 

changes in ritual or architecture or 

whatever, I for one would not have 

wasted my life’s efforts on it – and I am 

sure I speak for all the old pioneers.” 

Godfrey Diekmann, OSB, in Mark Searle, editor,  
Sunday Morning: A Time for Worship  

(Liturgical Press,1982) p182. 

What is Participation? 
Mass Plus  Series “Pope Francis and the Liturgy” 5 St. Veronica Church   E. Besl 

 

1.  Why this topic:  Following Pope Francis’s Request, June 2022  

 Asking the whole church to “continually rediscover the richness of the general principles”    
from Vatican Council II’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy  (Dec 4, 1963). [CSL] 

 

2.  CSL:  Liturgy is an Act of Christ done through the Church’s Actions 

 What is liturgy?  “an exercise of Christ,” something Christ does, enacts.   

o To praise God the Father.  To draw faithful into his paschal mystery. CSL 7 

 “In the liturgy the whole public worship is performed by the Mystical Body 
of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and His members.”   CSL 7 

 “The subject acting in the Liturgy is always and only Christ-Church,             

the mystical Body of Christ.”  DD 15 

o Christ acts in liturgy, through the actions of the church, Body of Christ. 

o People do liturgy with their bodies.  Christ acts through his Body, church. 

o The ritual actions of the assembly (lay & ordained) are a visible sign of Christ’s invisible acts. 

 
 

3.  Goal of Active Participation by the Faithful 

 Goal of the reform of the liturgy called for by CSL.  (See CSL 14) 

o Necessary because of the “nature of the liturgy.”   Nature = what something is. 

o Nature of liturgy = invisible act of Christ mediated through the visible act of the church. 

 So the assembly has to carry out, perform, enact the liturgy’s visible signs  =  participation. 

 

4.  Participation is both External and Internal 

 Vatican II reform of the liturgy is often misunderstood, as 

only on the external level. 

o Before the reform the people were silent, now they 

have responses, acclamations, hymns. 

o Now the people do gestures together, like bowing or 

sign of cross.  Sit, stand, kneel together. 

 But participation in liturgy is never merely exterior. 

o Participation begins with what assembly says and does, 

with words and actions. 

o But this leads to deeper levels of interior participation, 

in Christ and in paschal mystery. 

 The external  participation in the ritual ceremony  is a 

visible sign of a deeper internal participation. 

o See through the visible human action to the mysterious 

action of transcendent God. 

o To Christ present and active through the church. 

 



“To promote active participation, 
the people should be encouraged 
to take part by means of  

acclamations, responses, 
psalmody, antiphons, and songs, 

as well as by actions, gestures 
and postures.  

“And at the proper times all should 

observe a reverent silence.”  CSL 30 

God the Father 

Christ 

 

5.  External Participation is the Way to Internal Participation 

 See CSL 30 (box) →     External participation happens in:  

a. Words, verbal  (“acclamations, responses,” etc.). 

b. Actions, nonverbal  (“gestures, postures”). 

c. Silence, nonverbal.  Intentional silence, not waiting. 

 Note:  “to promote,” “by means of” 

o Externals are the “means” to active participation. 

o They are the way “to promote active participation.” 

o Not participation itself,  but the necessary way. 

 
6.  Internal Participation in Christ and Paschal Mystery 

 Doing the liturgy as church, as Body of Christ = participation in action of Christ, in paschal mystery. 

 Paschal Mystery -- death & resurrection of Christ.   

o Begins with God the Father’s initiative, loving self-gift to Son. 

o Cross = Christ’s faithful response of self-giving love to God the Father. 

o Resurrection = Father’s faithful act of love giving new life to Christ. 
  

 Christ brings us into this relationship, through liturgy. 

o Join Christ in receiving, then giving ourselves in love to God the Father.   

o Why we pray “through Christ our Lord.” 

 
7.  Internal Participation in Life of God 

 Trinity – God is love,  a relationship or an exchange of self-giving love among persons. 

o The Father loves Christ.   

o Christ receives this self-gift and loves the Father in return.  

o Some theologians think of the Holy Spirit as the love between Father and Son. 

 In liturgy, Christ draws us into this exchange of self-giving love.  

o Christians join Christ in his relationship to God the Father, into the mystery of love. 

o When Christians participate in the liturgy, Christ draws Christians into the life of the Trinity.  

 

8.  Through the Visible to the Mystery 
 In liturgy, the external and internal must always go together.  Both are essential.  

 The external, physical participation is more than what it appears.  It is the way to a deeper level. 

 The spiritual participation is not possible without doing the external participation. 

 

9.  “Participation” Means All Three Levels, at the Same Time 
1. Participate in the ritual words and actions. 

o Do your assigned part, with the church. 

2. Participate in Christ & in his paschal mystery. 

o As Body of Christ, in self-giving love, join self “through and with and in” Christ to God. 

3. Participate in the Trinity, in the life of God.  (Sanctifying grace) 

o Drawn with Christ into his relationship with God the Father, by Holy Spirit. 

(This way of expressing this idea is from Mark Searle, Called to Participate, 2006) 


