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In commemoration of the fortieth anniversary of the 
conciliar Constitution Sacrosanctum concilium, Pope Saint 
John Paul II wrote an Apostolic Letter under the title 
Spiritus et Sponsa, in which he called for the development 
of a liturgical spirituality “that makes people conscious that 
Christ is the first “liturgist” who never ceases to act in the 
Church and in the world through the Paschal Mystery 
continuously celebrated, and who associates the Church 
with himself, in praise of the Father, in the unity of the 
Holy Spirit.” (Spiritus et Sponsa, no. 16) 

For, as the Council Fathers themselves insisted, “something 
more is required than the mere observation of the laws 
governing valid and licit celebration” of the Sacred Liturgy. 
Rather, pastors must realize that “it is their duty also to 
ensure that the faithful take part fully aware of what they 
are doing, actively engaged in the rite, and enriched by its 
effects.” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 11)
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As the Church in the United States embarks on a revival 
of Eucharistic practice and belief, the fostering of such a 
liturgical spirituality is all the more indispensable. This 
issue of Orantes is devoted, therefore, to an introductory 
reflection on the fostering of a Christo-centric liturgical 
spirituality. 

We begin with a General Audience talk on the subject by 
Pope Francis on “Liturgical Spirituality:The Foundation 
of Eucharistic Practice and Belief.” 

This is followed by “Toward a Liturgical Spirituality of 
the Gathered Assembly,” excerpted from a talk I recently 
gave to lay liturgical ministers in the Diocese of 
Beaumont, Texas.  

I hope you will find this to be helpful as a resource to be 
shared during the Advent or Christmas seasons with the 
liturgical ministers in your parish, or even with 
parishioners who are actively engaged in other 
ministries.  

As we begin our local efforts for Eucharistic Revival, 
such folks are often the “leaven” in our parishes. By 
fostering their relationship with the Eucharist, we can 
deepen the love and appreciation for the 
transformational gift of the Eucharist in the lives of all 
the members of our parish. 

The ars celebrandi of the ordained, about which the 
Office for Divine Worship will be providing extended 
reflections for priests and deacons in the coming months, 
is rooted in the ministry of all the Baptized, to whom this 
presentation is addressed. May the coming months of 
Eucharistic Revival effectively draw all of us more 
deeply into an appreciation of our roles as full and active 
participants in the Holy and Living Sacrifice. Blessed 
are those who are called to the Super of the Lamb! 

Monsignor James P. Moroney



Pope Francis on Liturgical Spirituality: 
The Foundation of Eucharistic Practice and Belief  1

In the history of the Church, there has often been a temptation 
to practice an intimist Christianity that does not recognize the 
spiritual importance of public liturgical rites. Often, this 
tendency claimed the supposed greater purity of a religiosity 
that did not depend on external ceremonies, which were 
considered a useless or harmful burden. At the center of the 
criticism was not a particular ritual form, or a particular way 
of celebrating, but rather the liturgy itself, the liturgical form 
of praying. 

Indeed, one can find certain forms of spirituality in the 
Church that were unable to adequately integrate the liturgical 
moment. Many of the faithful, while participating assiduously 
in the rites, especially in Sunday Mass, drew nourishment for 
their faith and spiritual life more from other sources, of a 
devotional type. 

Much has been achieved in recent decades. The constitution 
Sacrosanctum Concilium of the Second Vatican Council 
represents a pivotal point in this long journey. It 
comprehensively and organically reaffirms the importance of 
the divine liturgy for the life of Christians, who find therein 
that objective mediation required by the fact that Jesus Christ 
is not an idea or a sentiment, but a living person, and His 
mystery a historical event. The prayer of Christians passes 
through tangible mediations: Sacred Scripture, the 
sacraments, liturgical rites, the community. In Christian life, 
the corporeal and material sphere cannot be disregarded, 
because in Jesus Christ it became the way of salvation. We 
could say that we should pray with the body too: the body 
enters into prayer. 

Therefore, there is no Christian spirituality that is not 
grounded in the celebration of the sacred mysteries. The 
Catechism of the Catholic Church writes: “In the sacramental 

 Delivered by Pope Francis to a General Audience on 3 February 2021.1
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liturgy of the Church, the mission of Christ and of the Holy 
Spirit proclaims, makes present, and communicates the 
mystery of salvation, which is continued in the heart that 
prays.”  The liturgy, in itself, is not just spontaneous prayer, 2

but something more, and more original: it is an act that 
founds the whole Christian experience and, therefore, prayer, 
too, is an event, it is a happening, it is presence, it is 
encounter. It is an encounter with Christ. Christ makes 
Himself present in the Holy Spirit through the sacramental 
signs: hence the need for us Christians to participate in the 
divine mysteries. A Christianity without a liturgy, I dare say, 
is perhaps a Christianity without Christ. Without the total 
Christ. Even in the barest of rites, such as the one some 
Christians have celebrated and continue to celebrate in places 
of incarceration, or in the hiddenness of a house in times of 
persecution, Christ is truly present and gives Himself to his 
faithful. 

Precisely because of its objective dimension, the liturgy asks 
to be celebrated with fervor, so that the grace poured out in 
the rite is not dispersed, but rather reaches the experience of 
each one. The Catechism explains it very well and says this: 
“Prayer internalizes and assimilates the liturgy during and 
after its celebration.”  Many Christian prayers do not 3

originate from the liturgy, but all of them, if they are 
Christian, presuppose the liturgy, that is, the sacramental 
mediation of Jesus Christ. Every time we celebrate a Baptism, 
or consecrate the bread and wine in the Eucharist, or anoint 
the body of a sick person with Holy Oil, Christ is here! It is 
he who acts and is present just as he was when he healed the 
weak limbs of a sick person, or when he delivered his 
testament for the salvation of the world at the Last Supper. 

The prayer of the Christian makes the sacramental presence 
of Jesus his or her own. What is external to us becomes part 
of us: the liturgy expresses this even in the very natural 
gesture of eating. Mass cannot simply be “listened to:” it is 
also an incorrect expression, “I am going to listen to Mass.” 

 Catechism of the Catholic Church [CCC], no. 2655.2

 CCC, no. 2655.3

  4



Mass cannot merely be listened to, as if we were just 
spectators of something that slips away without our 
involvement. Mass is always celebrated , and not only by the 
priest who presides over it, but by all Christians who 
experience it. And the center is Christ! All of us, in the 
diversity of gifts and ministries, join in His action, because 
he, Christ, is the Protagonist of the liturgy. 

When the first Christians began to worship, they did so by 
actualizing Jesus’ deeds and words, with the light and power 
of the Holy Spirit, so that their lives, reached by that grace, 
would become a spiritual sacrifice offered to God. This 
approach was a true “revolution.” St. Paul writes in the Letter 
to the Romans: “I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the 
mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, 
holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”  4

Life is called to become worship to God, but this cannot 
happen without prayer, especially liturgical prayer. May this 
thought help us all when we go to Mass: I go to pray in the 
community, I go to pray with Christ who is present. When we 
go to the celebration of a baptism, for example, it is Christ 
present there, who baptizes. “But Father, this is an idea, a 
figure of speech:” no, it is not a figure of speech. Christ is 
present, and in the liturgy you pray, with Christ who is beside 
you. 
 

 Romans 12:1.4
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Toward a Liturgical Spirituality  
of the Gathered Assembly  5

MONSIGNOR JAMES P. MORONEY 

Why do we go to Mass, or more precisely, why do we 
celebrate the Eucharist as the source and summit of our lives? 

We do it simply because Jesus told us to. Do this in memory of 
me, he said, right after he had taken bread and a cup filled with 
wine, blessed it and said: This is my Body and This is my 
Blood. 

Do this, he told us, in memory of me. Notice there are two 
parts to that command: Do this (celebrate the Mass) and when 
you do, remember me: remember how I gave you my Body 
and Blood, not only in the upper room, but on the altar of the 
Cross; remember the holy and living sacrifice to which you 
are joined each time you go to Mass. 

When, sixty years ago, the Fathers of the Second Vatican 
Council published the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 
Sacrosanctum Concilium, they called for a renewal of the 
Mass that would embrace one goal before all others: the “full, 
conscious, and active participation”  of the faithful.  6

Such a desire for people to participate in the Mass was not a 
new idea, for the last several Popes before the Council were 
all preoccupied with engaging people in the Mass and 
discouraging a purely passive experience of “hearing” Mass, 
sitting there as outsiders or onlookers, watching the priest 
perform all their sacred functions. 

The Popes of the early twentieth century were suggesting, in 
fact, is that Jesus’ command to “Do this in memory of me” 
was addressed to each one of the Baptized. 

 Excerpted from an address to a convocation of lay liturgical ministers in the Diocese of Beaumont on 22 5

October 2022.

 Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 14.6
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That’s what Pope Pius XI was talking about in his Apostolic  
Constitution Divini cultus: 

So that the faithful take a more active part in divine 
worship, . . . it is very necessary that they attend the 
sacred ceremonies not as if they were outsiders or mute 
onlookers, but let them fully appreciate the beauty of 
the liturgy and take part in the sacred ceremonies, 
alternating their voices with the priest and the choir, 
according to the prescribed norms. If, please God, this 
is done, it will not happen that the congregation hardly 
ever or only in a low murmur answer the prayers in 
Latin or in the vernacular.  7

  
Pope Pius XII, in his landmark Encyclical letter, Mediator 
Dei, quotes from his predecessor and builds on this teaching: 

A congregation that is devoutly present at the sacrifice, 
in which our Savior together with His children 
redeemed with His sacred blood sings the nuptial hymn 
of His immense love, cannot keep silent, for ‘song 
befits the lover.’  8

This is the solid foundation upon which the Fathers of the 
Second Vatican Council built the liturgical renewal that we 
have experienced in our lifetimes. And this participation is 
both a duty and a right of every individual by consequence of 
their Baptism. For it is in Baptism that we are made members 
of the People of God, a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a redeemed people.  9

Participation in the Liturgy, then, is something far more 
important than the distribution of functions and roles: it is a 
fundamental disposition that flows into a whole way of life. 
Those who take an active part in the Liturgy are transformed 
by it and go out from the liturgical assembly conscious of who 
they are and who they are called to be. 

 Pope Pius XI, Divini cultus, no. 9.7

 Pope Pius XII, Mediator Dei, no. 192.8

 Cf. 1 Peter 2:9.9
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Such a participation is not just a participation in external rites 
and ceremonies, but a joining of our lives to the Sacrifice 
being offered on the altar. Indeed, the Fathers of the Second 
Vatican Council insisted that that the purpose of the life of the 
Baptized is nothing less than participation in the Sacrifice of 
Christ himself.3  

Echoing Saint Augustine, the Council Fathers taught us that by 
reason of our Baptism, each of us is empowered to offer our 
lives as ”as a living sacrifice that is holy and acceptable to 
God.”  10

The priesthood of the faithful, then, is made manifest in the 
work of offering sacrifice—not the bloody sacrifice of bulls or 
sheep, but the sacrifice of our lives. To quote the Conciliar 
decree Presbyterorum ordinis, “….priests [then] must instruct 
their people to offer to God the Father the Divine Victim in the 
Sacrifice of the Mass, and to join to it the offering of their own 
lives.”  11

When Pope Benedict XVI was preparing his post-synodal 
Apostolic Exhortation on the Synod on the Eucharist, many 
were surprised that he chose to comment on what seems to us 
to be a fairly ordinary part of the Mass, the Presentation of the 
Gifts. Yet he pointed out that the Presentation of the Gifts is a 
profound reflection on the role of the gathered faithful at 
Mass. 

This humble and simple gesture is actually very 
significant: in the bread and wine that we bring to the 
altar, all creation is taken up by Christ the Redeemer to 
be transformed and presented to the Father. In this way 
we also bring to the altar all the pain and suffering of 
the world, in the certainty that everything has value in 
God's eyes. The authentic meaning of this gesture can 
be clearly expressed without the need for undue 
emphasis or complexity. It enables us to appreciate 

 Romans 12:1.10

 Presbyterorum ordinis, no. 5.11
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how God invites man to participate in bringing to 
fulfillment his handiwork, and in so doing, gives 
human labour its authentic meaning, since, through the 
celebration of the Eucharist, it is united to the 
redemptive sacrifice of Christ.  12

Indeed, in the Presentation of the gifts it becomes evident that 
“a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own 
people,” are joining the sacrifices of their lives with the one 
and perfect Sacrifice of Christ upon the Cross.  

When gifts of bread and wine are placed into the hands of the 
Priest, it is not just bread that is offered, but with those hosts 
are mixed all the sacrifices of our lives. And with the wine in 
the cruet are mixed the joys and sorrows, the longings and 
holy desires of each member of the gathered assembly.  

We place those gifts into the hands of the Priest, who, acting 
in the person of Christ, places them upon the altar in the same 
way that Christ placed his body upon the altar of the Cross. 
These are the gifts that will be transformed by the great 
Eucharistic Prayer into the very Body and Blood of Christ, 
and then returned to us as our nourishment that we might have 
the strength to continue to offer sacrifice, joining our lives to 
Christ’s Cross, for the coming week. 

The French poet Paul Claudel6 once wrote of this moment. 

Your prayers, and your faith, and your blood, with His 
in the chalice. These, like the water and wine, form the 
matter of his sacrifice. 

   

This participation, this offering of the sacrifices of our lives, is 
not something we do alone. Rather we do it in communion 
with the whole Church, as people bring their sacrifices to 
Altars from Boston to Beaumont, all joined to the same altar, 
the same Christ and the same perfect Sacrifice of Praise. 

Back in the 1950’s, at the Assisi Liturgical Conference, 

 Pope Benedict XVI, Sacramentum Caritatis [SC], no. 47.12
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Cardinal Suhard put it best: 

Therefore when you approach the altar, never 
come alone. Together with yourselves, you have 
the power and the mission to save your home, your 
street, your city, and the whole of 
civilization. . . . The worker will offer up the 
monotony of assembly-line work or the joy of 
skilled craftsmanship. The mother of a family 
will offer up her household cares, her fears for 
a sick child. The man of science will offer up 
the world of ideas, the universe whose depth 
and breadth have been tapped. It is the task of 
the scholar, the philosopher, the sociologist, 
the artist, at this turning point in the world’s 
history, to gather the world together in order 
to raise it up to the Father. 

That is what the priest means when he says: “Pray 
brethren, that my sacrifice and yours may be acceptable 
to God the Almighty Father.” My sacrifice…the 
sacrifice of Christ which I was ordained to offer with 
and for you, and your sacrifices (in the plural!): all 
offered on that Altar and joined to the perfect sacrifice 
of Christ upon the Cross.  

Such a participation in the Liturgy is not, therefore, just what 
we see on the outside: standing, kneeling, responding and 
singing. Our participation in the liturgy is from the inside out, 
“with the dispositions of a suitable heart and mind. What [we] 
think and feel must be at one with what they say; they must do 
their part in the working of grace that comes from above if 
they are not to have received it in vain.”  13

A great example of this relationship between the internal and 
external at the Liturgy is found in what the Roman Missal tells 
us about the posture of the faithful at Mass. 

A common posture, to be observed by all participants, 
is a sign of the unity of the members of the Christian 

 SC, no. 11.13
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community gathered for the sacred Liturgy: it both 
expresses and fosters the intention and spiritual 
attitude of the participants.  14

External liturgical action grows from an internal intention. 
Common liturgical action strengthens that internal or spiritual 
attitude and is motivated by our common conviction that we 
are not gathered as strangers or individuals, but as a priestly 
people, called and made one with Christ in his great sacrifice 
of praise. Such common external action in turn strengthens our 
internal, foundational unity in Christ, who is the source of all 
unity and praise. 

Such participation is informed, internal, and profound. It 
demands that the person who distributes the Holy Eucharist 
does so with a full appreciation of not only how to present the 
Body of Christ for the nourishment of his holy people, but 
with a deep consciousness of who this priestly people is and 
with a clear focus on the overwhelming mystery of how 
Christ, present in the consecrated host, is held before the eyes 
of each communicant. 

It means that Lectors who proclaim at the conclusion of each 
reading that what we have heard is “The word of the Lord,” 
truly believe that God has used their tongues to speak his 
words to a people whom he has loved unto death. 

It means that each person is profoundly focused not as much 
on the external bow, response, or gesture the Liturgy demands 
of them, but on the ways in which that liturgical action joins 
them to the Church and to their neighbor and, indeed, to Christ 
in his Paschal Sacrifice. 
  
Thus, the first and most essential level of our participation in 
the Liturgy and in the Church is our participation in Christ's 
Paschal Death and rising on so intimate a level, that we 
become the mysteries we celebrate; we are transformed into 
the image of him whose Body and Blood we eat and drink. 

 General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 42.14
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A full participation in such a mystery means a full donation of 
myself. A conscious participation in such a mystery means a 
conscious dying to my own will and a rebirth to God's will for 
me. An active participation in such mysteries means that I 
actively let go of everything I have and embrace only the 
obedient and active love of Christ who now lives in me. 

This is a great wonder that we proclaim and believe. It's a 
wonder that Pope Paul VI understood in 1966 when he 
declared: 

The Council has taken the fundamental position that the faithful 
have to understand what the priest is saying and to share in the 
liturgy; to be not just passive spectators at Mass but souls alive; 
to the people of God responsive to him and forming a 
community gathered as one around the celebrant. 

Look at the altar, placed now for dialogue with the assembly ... 
The repository has been opened up, as the people's own spoken 
language now becomes part of their prayer. Lips that had once 
been still, sealed as it were, now at last begin to move, as the 
whole assembly can speak its part in the dialogue with the priest 
... No longer do we have the sad phenomenon of people being 
conversant and vocal about every human subject yet silent and 
apathetic in the house of God. How sublime it is to hear during 
Mass the communal recitation of the Our Father! 

Be then, fervent at the Sunday Mass; hold on to it jealously; 
endeavor to fill every corner of your parish church, to be part of 
a host of people surrounding the altar. Say to your priests: make 
us understand; open the book to us. And learn to sing. A Mass 
celebrated with the song of the people makes for the full raising 
up of the spirit. Saint Ambrose, one of the first Bishops to 
introduce sacred singing into the Christian community, 
expressed this striking thought: when I hear an entire assembly 
sing Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God my spirit is flooded with 
happiness; nothing in the world can possess such grandeur and 
majesty. 10 God has begun this great work in us! Imagine, he 
chose us! In the sacrifice of Christ Jesus his Son, may he bring it 
to a good conclusion.”  15

 Pope Saint Paul VI, 27 March 1966.15
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Diocesan Prayer  
for Eucharistic Revival 

Lord Jesus Christ, 
who by the gift of your Body and Blood,  
are really present in our lives, 
hear the prayers of the Church in Worcester.  

Give us the faith of your Church, confident 
in your presence in our Masses, our 
tabernacles and our lives.  

Give us the faith 
to offer our lives to you, 
joined with the perfect sacrifice, 
which you offered on the altar of the Cross.  

Good and loving Shepherd, 
teach us how to lead your children home, 
that we might long together 
to glorify your name  
at the Supper of the Lord.  

For you are Lord, forever and ever. Amen. 

 
© 2022, Diocese of Worcester. All Rights Reserved. 

  13


