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“What is the Nature of the Liturgy?” 
 
I think it is fitting to briefly discuss the nature of the Catholic Liturgy since it is another area that is often greatly 
misunderstood. I believe the most fundamental error in the misinterpretation of the liturgy involves the very definition 
of liturgy in the Christian tradition. In many textbooks, you will see that the word liturgy means, “The work of the 
people.” While I can debate about the fact that the word λειτουργία (transliterated: leiturgia), is more accurately translated 
as “public work,” the Christian tradition uses the term to mean “the participation of the people of God in the work 
of God.” (CCC, 1069). The reason I bring up both translations is because the latter one is the most accurate in the 
context of the Mass. My argument is that the first translation places too much emphasis on the people instead of placing 
our attention squarely on God. This is precisely why the Catechism is more specific to say that the liturgy involves our 
participation in “God’s work.” Strictly speaking, the liturgy involves divine worship. What is particularly interesting is 
that a participation in the liturgy is not an individual effort. Rather, it is a communal act by which we all worship and 
draw sanctification from it. This act is not a purely emotional encounter, but primarily a rational one. What this means 
is that it is not purely an act of the will, but an act of the intellect which assents to the fullness of truth that is 
communicated to the whole body by Christ the Head. Of course, this truth flows from the Eucharist which is the source 
and summit of our entire Christian life. In fact, it is at this part of the liturgy when heaven and earth meet, as Christ 
descends from heaven and allows us to become partakers of his divine life. This meeting of heaven and earth is the 
most miraculous part of the Mass in that it involves all the angels and saints praying and glorifying God with us at that 
very moment when Christ becomes substantially present in body, blood, soul, and divinity.  
 
Symbolism also plays a significant role in the liturgy in order that we, as human beings, can be initiated into the mystery 
of Christ. (CCC, 1075). In the Mass, we encounter images, words, and gestures that all communicate to us a spiritual 
truth through sensible means. It makes use of sight, smell, and sound so that we can come into the most intimate contact 
with divine truth as humanly possible. We can even say that through the liturgy, the spiritual and the physical are united 
in perfect harmony. If the liturgy was devoid of symbols, although the great miracle of the Mass still remains, what is 
not present is our “active participation” because we would not have the ability to enter into the mysteries actually present 
to us supernaturally. There is always an instructive aspect to the Mass since through our worship of God in the liturgy, 
we arrive at the truest sense of our Catholic identity. We come into contact with the truth, we accept this truth in 
obedience, and we take on this identity in every aspect of our lives. Moreover, the liturgy involves a worship that is 
instructional in the sense that it shows us how we can adore God and align our wills to his. Catholic worship of God 
guards what we believe about God and how we can participate with and in him. For this reason, it is often said “Lex 
Credendi, Lex Orandi, Lex Vivendi.” This Latin maxim essentially states that the way we worship reflects what we believe, 
and what we believe determines how we live.  
 
If you take anything from what I am saying to you today, take away the idea that if we do not approach the liturgy with 
the mindset of it being entirely centered on Christ, then this will significantly affect the way we live the faith. It cannot 
be centered on what we can get out of the Mass, but should instead be centered on how we can most perfectly glorify 
God through our communal act of worship. The result of this will naturally draw us closer to him through the 
sanctification he offers us by and through his grace. Let us take to heart what Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI once said 
in an address to Bishops in Brazil, “when Jesus is not the center of the Mass, but rather a community preoccupied 
with other things instead of being taken up and drawn to the only one necessary: their Lord…if the figure of 
Christ does not emerge from the liturgy, it is not a Christian liturgy.”  
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