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LITURGICAL THEOLOGY: Who's in
Charge?
By ANDREW CAMERON-MOWAT
U R R E N T W R I T I N G S IN L I T U R G I C A L

THEOLOGY

tend to focus on a

C broad range of problems. My suggestion is that, if we take a look at the
underlying problem as being the search for the answer to the question 'Who's
in charge?', we may see that the liturgy itself supplies us with a helpful
answer. 1

The problem
There seems to be something of a crisis of identity in liturgical theology.
Generally, the discipline of liturgical theology is seen as an adjunct to either
the department of systematic theology or the department of pastoral theology.
Liturgical theology is the bridesmaid but never the bride. Liturgical theologians have a difficult time in insisting that theirs is an intellectually
demanding and worthy discipline. Part of the reason for this difficulty is that
for centuries, the liturgy was seen as an object for examination, if not
dissection, by the scholastic-trained systematicians. In recent times, moves to
examine the liturgy out of a hermeneutic of symbolic action have attracted
suspicion from traditional systematicians and from those institutional
churches who rely on them for intellectual argumentation. Along with this,
there has for a long time been a schizophrenia in liturgy: in many churches the
level of symbolic understanding and the deep commitment to an understanding of liturgy as sacred act which transforms us has gone far beyond the
official view, while concurrently there are people in the same pews who still
find plenty to worship with a theology which focuses primarily on the sacred
objects of the liturgy.
Aidan Kavanagh has neatly identified the problem as the difference
between liturgy as theologia prima and theoIogia secunda: the first, if we see
the liturgy as the central piece of Christian experience of the divine, out of
which all theological discourse and discovery, must develop (it would be
inconceivable in this model for a New Testament scholar not to have a deep
liturgical life); and the second, where the liturgy takes its place alongside
other aspects of Christian experience and study (and in this model the level of
liturgical experience of a New Testament scholar might be irrelevant). It may
not be too much of an over-simplification to suggest that the first tends to look
at the liturgy as being about actions and the second tends to look at the liturgy
as being about objects.
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Who's in charge ?
One way to identify the problem is to see how hturgical theologians might
currently answer the question 'Who or what is in charge in liturgical theology?' These writers (by no means an exhaustive list) may be summarized as
follows: Edward Kilmartin: 2 The Trinity; Aidan Kavanagh: 3 God; David
Power: 4 God as Other; Louis-Marie Chauvet: 5 God as Other; Kevin Irwin: 6
The context of the liturgy; Jean Corbon: 7 The mystical, unending rite; Gordon
Lathrop: s The Ordo; Alexander Schmemann: 9 The Ordo; David Newman: 10
The Assembly.
One of the basic assumptions in the development of liturgical theology is
that the long-standing hermeneufic, based in western philosophy, stands side
by side with our understanding of the liturgy. This has had consequences, both
good and bad, and most liturgical theologians will nowadays agree that using
the old language-systems has left us in a kind of intellectual cul-de-sac.
Examples of this problem might be the refusal of many to understand the
sacramentality of marriage in terms of its mutuality, but only in terms of
indelibility, the prevailing understanding of priesthood in the Roman-Cathohc
Church as in persona Christi, and the hermeneutic that understands sacramental moments as specific words connected with specific species.
The late Jesuit Edward Kilmartin 'offers a broadly successful attempt to
examine the liturgy afresh from the stance of systematic theology. K.ilmartin
examines the sacraments in detail and applies insights from anthropology. He
insists that the liturgy has to be approached from the understanding that the
Trinity is 'in charge'. One unfortunate aspect of his writing is that Kilmartin
has too great a fondness for normative law, but the gain of his trinitarian
model is that it reminds us of the inner power at work, in God at one level, and
in us at another.
Of the writers mentioned above, only Power and Chauvet really take on the
problem of the pervading philosophical hermeneutic. David Power suggests
that a way out of the current crisis in the liturgy is to renew and refresh our
understanding of the nature of the liturgy as symbol. He makes an extensive
survey of the ways in which aspects of the liturgy respond to and benefit from
this renewed understanding. The crisis as he sees it is probably identifiable
with a misapprehension of the true nature of the liturgy, in word and action, as
the locus of symbolic language and action. Perhaps his greatest insight is the
need to retain a sense of God as other and of the non-identity of symbolic
language, in order to incorporate the freedom of God's gracious act within and
beyond the boundaries of our culture-specified understanding:
Liturgy does not deal with what goes on in an individual's fantasy, but
with something that the church assembly recognizes a s its own,
whatever the individual talents that together bring it to being. The
church celebrates the presence of its Lord in these symbols, while at
the same time recognizing the absence that will endure until the
eschaton. 11
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Power's argument reminds us that two key elements of an enlightened
experience of liturgy are the power of anamnesis, which brings the past into
our present, and epiclesis, in which God as wholly other becomes maly
immanent. Power seems to be arguing that true growth into God takes us into
the 'Abba' experience of Christ, within which we achieve union, both in
community and in the glory of the beyond, by sharing in the self-emptying
action of Christ. Indeed, acceptance of an authentic understanding of the true
power of the liturgy as symbol leads us by necessity beyond ourselves in
radical and grace-filled ways. This happens when we accept the radical
otherness of God and of the human person beyond us, and open ourselves to
the gift of the other. It is only by accepting this non-identity and otherness in
the one whom we praise and proclaim in worship, that our worship can lead us
into the depth of its symbolic meaning and engagement, for it is only through
the language of symbol and metaphor that we can even apply coherent
meaning to the term 'God'. This conclusion has important consequences for
anyone engaged in the liturgy: it reminds us that we are not the central focus
of liturgical activity, but that an openness to dialogue with the other who
remains entirely other is demanded of us. It beckons us towards the realization
that the process is bigger than us, that there is a true and inexorable pattern to
the liturgy that goes beyond current events and concerns.
Kavanagh concentrates rather more on the consequences of the problem
and suggests that a deeper understanding of what happens to us in the liturgy,
linked with a definite desire to allow for the radical othemess of God
alongside our belief in God's power to act in us, will help us to reshape our
liturgical language. Here he is similar to Power, but his arguments seem to
reflect a deeper engagement with the liturgy as it is actually experienced.
For Kavanagh, the law of prayer and supplication is the foundation of the
law of belief. The two are in dialogue, but the first is prior to the second. The
first consists in primary theological speech, the second in secondary theological speech. The developments of scholastic philosophy and the invention of
printing switched the elements around and we need to reco+er the correct
dialectic.lZ For Kavanagh, all theologies arise as a consequence of the liturgy:
faith is the coming-to-be of prayer and praise in dialogue with human
understanding. 13
Kavanagh agrees with Schmemann, and with most modern liturgical theologians, that the liturgy 'is not an "authority" or a locus theologicus; it is the
ontological condition of theology'. 14 He adopts a Rahnerian understanding of
creation as God's self-expression in love and employs it along with
Augustine's notion of the City to show that we need a deeper appreciation of
the experience of the hearing of God's word and the expression of the Word,
of the presence of God in the world as sacrament. The obligation of those who
feel beckoned to learn and to teach about the liturgy is that they see their
mission as dangerous: committed to following the consequences of their study
wherever they lead, including possible conflict with both ecclesial and sociopolitical smactures, and aware of the awesome power of God's holiness and
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presence with which they ultimately deal. The consequences of our not facing
the problem bravely and allowing the act of the unseen God to change us
through the liturgy are serious:
We risk becoming so uninteresting in the eyes of ourselves and this
world that we come to think of ourselves, and to be regarded by this
world, as just one more outfit in the standard repertoire of hardly
interesting abnormalities; merely another luncheon club for those with
ecclesiastical tastes. None shiver when we enter a room. Indeed, few
notice, i 5
For Louis-Marie Chauvet the problem lies in the western metaphysical
basis of theological language. Because this has been 'in charge' for so long, it
is difficult for us to break through and learn to speak in new ways about the
liturgy. In an exhaustive and often exhilarating survey, Chanvet discovers that
context is text and that language is a dangerous, though necessary, means of
communication with one another and with the 'other'. The power of language
is such that it can open us to the sacred; this is so important that Chauvet
indicates the necessity of poets in every society. 16 In his discussion on the
power of the symbol, Chauvet indicates that there is an 'all or nothing'
significance in symbolic language and action:
[T]he relation here is global and internal - to such an extent that we
recognize in ritual baths, notably those used as part of an initiation
ceremony involving a symbolic death and rebirth, the highest manifestation of the 'reality' of water. Water never comes so close to its 'truth'
as when it functions as both sepulchre of death and bath of rebirth: the
fundamental metaphor of human existence.
Far, then, from being opposed to the 'real,' as the reigning logic of
signs would have it, the symbol touches the most real aspect of
ourselves and our world. It touches us to the quick. 17
For Chauvet, all realistic theological language has to preserve the notion of
the absence of God to be authentic to Christian experience. For him the
answer to the question 'Who's in charge?' would thus be God as Other,
allowing for the absence of God, and giving God the freedom to act in us. In
addition, Chauvet gives an important explication of symbolic gift-exchange,
outside the order of value, in which a gift is given freely but necessitates giftgiving in return. This hints at the true meaning of sacraments for Chauvet, and
indicates what he thinks is going on in the liturgy. The primary role of the
human person in the economy of sacraments and grace is affirmed, indeed, the
living body is for Chauvet the arch-symbol. There are important consequences
for the liturgy when we adopt Chauvet's own hermeneutic of openness to the
action of God and involvement in the symbolic gift-exchange. The Scriptures,
for example, take on a new importance for us: we are called to be open to their
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power. Chauvet presents a thorough examination of word (Scripture) as
sacrament, in which the reading of the word creates new text in the life of the
Church. This develops into an affirmation of the Judaeo-Christian notion of
memory as lived experience recalled into the present by those who hear the
word ('It is from the Omega that we read the Alpha'IS), in which the Passover
is the memorial paradigm. Chanvet then goes on to apply his hermeneutic to
the doctrines of justification by faith and the true meaning of Christ's sacrifice,
as the self-offering of the whole Church as return gift in a gift-exchange to
God in response to God's gift to us. As a consequence of this answer to be
open to the radical otherness of God and our involvement in the symbolic giftexchange, Chauvet is instructive in his criticism of liturgical 'terrorists' who
impose their agenda on the rite, but upon whom the rite 'takes its revenge',
and he urges an adult humility towards the process. Ritual takes place in the
realm of the world and of the body, in which the mystery of the creation is
seen as a model and as a gift. The rites mediate the sacred to us and from
within us, and the world that is spoken is God's memory coming to life again
in us; thus in a real sense Christ in the eucharist comes from the assembly. 19
Chauvet presents a critical examination of the problems in traditional
sacramental theology as a result of scholasticism, found in more recent times
in both Neo-Scholasticism and in Barth. He rejects the traditional Chrismmonism which has hampered the understanding of the Spirit, and makes an
impassioned case for a study of the liturgy which is profoundly trinitarian.
With this he seeks to avoid Christo- and Pneumato-monism, tendencies which
might be found in the writings of Kevin Irwin and Jean Corbon. Chanvet seeks
to stress humanity's significance as both other than God and the place of
God's activity; and implies that it is only by our accepting that the God that we
seek is the God as Other who acts within us that we can begin to see the
liturgy shape us as we partake in it.
Kevin Irwin, in Context and text, employs a systematic method to show that
in the field of liturgy, context is text. While therefore making a claim for
context as a ruling element in both the way liturgy is done and the way in
which theologians study the liturgy, it appears as if he is reluctant to take his
conclusions as far as he might; the established norms of the institutional
Roman Catholic Church outweigh other principles. Irwin takes his cue from
history: we know what happened in the liturgies of the past from the texts that
have been left behind. We theorize about what the content of liturgy should be
from those available sources. But a major part of the source-store has to be the
context in which these texts were used and/or written down, and it is therefore
the context of such texts that should be the texts for us today. This approach
will allow two things (at least): to develop our theories about liturgy from the
viewpoint of what is essential to the rite or rites in question, without being
hampered simply by having to rely on the texls; to adopt a new model of
liturgical theology in which context is text: every aspect of human inquiry can
and should have a bearing on our study of the liturgy. 2o
Irwin's liturgical theology is profoundly sacramental, in the sense that he is
convinced that theology is basically a reflection upon the meaning of what t h e
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Church does in prayer and action. He is prepared to take his view seriously
enough to commit himself to a detailed re-examination of as many areas of the
Church's life and ministry as seem germane. There are benefits to be gained
from looking at the liturgy from the point of view that seeks to question the
context of our words and actions - in other words, putting the context in
charge - but the overall hermeneutic, that we are striving after 'less and less
inadequate formulations in liturgical euchology '21 puts the argument in a
negative light from the outset, and the occasional references to orthodox
euchology and to Corbon's modem mystagogy never really constitute a
recovery of the riches of theological experience through the liturgy.
Both Jean Corbon and Alexander Schmemann approach the problem of the
liturgy out of the context of Orthodox Christianity. Interestingly, they seem to
have quite different answers to the question 'Who's in charge?' For Corbon
the liturgy is the 'river of life', e2 the source from which, by which and in
which God and the whole world are in communication in love. The liturgy is
the supreme end-point, starting-point and mid-point at which sacramental
communication takes place in its most complete and fulfilling way. The power
of the Spirit is the energy force which drives the whole process, a force whose
first presentation occurred at the Transfiguration, and a force which exists
today. Corbon derives his liturgical theology primarily from what seems like
his own experience, and also from Scripture; he is absolutely sure of his
convictions, and rarely seems to consider it necessary to prove anything by
logic or reason. This is so because the mystical rite is 'in charge'. Corbon's
approach is singularly Eastern, with much emphasis on the image and power
of the icon, and of an iconic approach to the sacraments in general; but he
shies away from metaphorical or symbolic language. For him, all aspects of
the liturgy and prayer are real, immediate and profoundly graced. The
mystical, unending rite is the locus of worship, and in our liturgies we open
ourselves and our world to experience that rite.
For both Alexander Schmemann and Gordon Lathrop, the Ordo is the key
element of liturgical experience. This factor gives us a sense both of lived
tradition and of our participation in rather than our determination of what
takes place in the liturgy. We 'hand over' any desire to make the liturgy solely
the locus of our agenda and open ourselves up tothe possibility of God's grace
through frequent and established patterns of prayer.
Lathrop shows how ordo in liturgy is neither arbitrary nor random, and this
allows him to incorporate the necessity of juxtaposition in liturgy into his
argument; the ordo is the ground of meaning or basic pattern on which the
metaphorical language of liturgy can work for us:
Meaning occurs tlirough structure, by one thing set next to another.
The scheduling of the ordo, the setting of one liturgical thing next to
another in the shape of the liturgy, evokes and replicates the deep
structure of biblical language, the use of the old to say the new by
means of juxtaposition. 23
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Lathrop argues that all symbol sets, language structures, hierarchies, meanings and so on, need to be in some sense broken, in order to emphasize our
need of God: thanksgiving and lament have to go together; charism needs to
be balanced by our continual need of grace; all gifts are given for the sake of
the assembly. In all this, the ordo is fundamentally in control. However,
Lathrop is much more in favour of what he calls the 'paradoxical appositions
of liturgy TM than in unchanging and fixed sets of rituals; the first can
communicate a much broader range of meanings than the second. His focus on
the activity of the leader who is for the assembly and the importance of the
idea that in the liturgy we express both the already and the not yet of God's
plan help us to understand the liturgy as both human and divine in a new
way. 25 In the liturgy our agenda and God's agenda come into dialogue and are
reborn. The best attitude in such a dialogue is humility and openness, with a
readiness to receive that which God is communicating to us, principally by
means of the ordo and the word. 26
For David Newman the assembly plays a key role in the liturgy. He
examines the liturgy as the primary locus of theological inquiry, and develops
a theology that is well-considered, challenging and ecumenically significant.
He draws on insights from language theory to show that the liturgy needs to be
seen afresh as a 'sign-act', and that, in the liturgy, the combination of both
word and sign-act is fundamental. His knowledge of anthropology enables
him to draw conclusions about the importance of the liturgy for the whole
world, not just for the gathered community. He sees i n a renewed realization
of the power of the liturgy the possibility of recapturing the agenda of the
search for the transcendent from more worldly methods, lie acknowledges the
power of the liturgy to turn humanity away from the tendency towards
individuality at the expense of community. The turn back to community is
beckoned by the realization that we are involved in the liturgy with a God who
reveals human weakness on the cross:
As Christians we are called to participate in that worldly vulnerability
in a life lived for others. We will find among those who have been
made powerless and vulnerable by oppression, accident, and want
signs of Christ's broken body in the world, and therefore we will seek
koinonia with them as a way of being in fellowship with Christ. Indeed
the poor of this world may be viewed by Christians as sacraments of
Christ's presence. 27
Newman's articulation of the 'as though not' aspect of Christian theology
enables him to apply the insights of Ricoeur on the significance of symbols in
liturgical experience, and to show that, as with Corbon, there is a mystical and
earthly unity in the assembly gathered for worship, most especially at
eucharist, z8 This gathered assembly is the presence of the risen Christ here on
earth, and the experience of the assembly in worship and praise of God is the
experience of the possibility of mystical communion with God in the here and
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now. Such a realization has the consequence o f empowering that community
with the authority of the gospel, and the assembly acts a s i f with the very
power of God. He concludes:
The church itself is a sacrament to the world in acting out G o d ' s love
for the world. The action o f the Eucharist implies all this. It is a
commitment to ethical, Social, and political action as well as symbolic
action - to a new kind o f presence and action of the church in the
world, as well as a different kind o f worship. N o less can be expected
o f a liturgy that is both praise and empowerment. 29
Conclusion

As we reach the end o f this consideration of the question ' W h o ' s in
charge?' we m a y see that some essential elements need to be retained in our
approach to the liturgy. At all levels there needs to be the element of our
making allowance for G o d to remain radically o t h e r than us. Otherwise we are
in danger of creating God (or the 'higher p o w e r ' ) in our own image and
likeness. We need to see that our religious language w o r k s when it engages
our imaginations and takes us into the depths of its symbolic meaning, and we
need to see that this process can never reach its end-point - it is asymptotic. 3o
In liturgical language - in the language of speech and gesture - we must
always be o n the way. If we stop for a moment, G o d will respond to push us
on, even by confusing our language. 31 Our context for this journey is the
paschal mystery o f Christ, which is for us the fulfilment o f the expression of
the Trinity. In this mystery G o d ' s time and our time become intertwined, and
the gift of grace to us is responded to by our living grace-filled lives in the
world. The liturgy has real meaning for us when we allow the paschal cycle to
embrace us and the whole world.
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