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Christian liturgy is a living icon, one composed
primarily of persons, not signs. It is a peculiar
image, in that it is a human, dynamic one. Its
primary components are persons, not things,
for we are a constituent part of it. It is not
something outside of us that we contemplate,
just as the dance has no subsistence apart from
the dancers dancing, nor love apart from the
lover loving the beloved. Robert Taft, S.J.

Most grade school children relish the call to an
assembly. Unless report cards are to be handed out,
or the student body berated for some stretching of
the rules, the pupils pour into the hall happy to be
freed from the classroom routine. There is remark-
able energy when a school community comes
together. A display of school spirit is usually in
order, and everyone is in good humor (except,
sometimes, the teachers.)

These vigorous gatherings seem to have little in
common with Sunday morning worship, and yet just
as surely as the children respond to the school-bell
summoning them to the auditorium, worshippers

are called. The Holy Spirit moves in our hearts and
calls us together: no one comes into the church
building on a Sunday morning except in response to
this call. Catholic Christians have a distinctive
name for what happens when we gather on Sunday
morning: we call it the assembly.

Assembly is an ancient word, a biblical word. The
people of ancient Israel had a distinctive sense of
being brought together. They were in solidarity in
slavery, were delivered into freedom in one body,
and kept their imaginations fixed on Jerusalem, the
one Holy City from which salvation would spring
and in which everyone would be at peace.

The ministry of Jesus had to do in large measure
with restoring people to the assembly, with getting
people to sit at table together, with expanding the
horizons of belonging. The actions of Jesus revealed
that God always takes the first step. It is by God’s
call that we come together. For us as his disciples,
being together with one another is an essential fea-
ture of the Christian life.

Full
Conscious
Active
Participation

Part 1
Do This in Memory of Me

Still, the liturgy is the summit toward which the
activity of the church is directed; at the same
time it is the fount from which all the church’s
power flows. For the aim and object of apos-
tolic works is that all who are made children of
God by faith and baptism should come together
to praise God in the midst of his church, to
take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord’s
Supper. The Constitution on the Liturgy, 10

The church earnestly desires that all the faith-
ful be led to that full, conscious, and active par-
ticipation in liturgical celebrations called for by
the very nature of the liturgy. Such participa-
tion by the Christian people as “a chosen race,
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own
people” (1Pt 2:9; see 2:4–5) is their right and
duty by reason of their baptism. The Constitu-
tion on the Liturgy, 14

Do this in memory of me. Every Christian immediately
recognizes the words of Jesus, spoken while taking,
blessing, breaking, and giving the bread of the
Passover feast to his disciples. Can you think of a

command more obeyed in the history of the world?
In every age, Christians have responded to the call
of Jesus to Do this.

What we often call the Last Supper is really a first
supper: the first gathering of Christians for Eucha-
rist, the first time believers began to recognize the
Lord in the breaking of the bread. In coming to Mass
on Sunday, we respond to an instinct in the Christian
heart: namely, that it is only here, at the table of the
Eucharist, where we can begin to grasp even a hint
of what has been prepared for those who love God.

The twelve apostles might have been surprised at
the words and actions of Jesus on that night before
he died; but they were not idle spectators watching
from a distance. They sang the songs they learned
in childhood, and said prayers they knew by heart,
and listened again to the stories which told them of
their origin as a people, their vocation in the world,
and their destiny. Yet even as they did these things,
Jesus drew them into a new, unfolding mystery. He
washed their feet, and told them, even amid their
confusion and their protests, that just as he was a
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Who are we when we are gathered together? We are
more here than meets the eye. The liturgy tells us
that we are assembled not only with the persons un-
der one roof, but the whole Church throughout the
world, and all who have gone before us into death.

We come to the liturgy first and foremost because
we have heard a call from God to be there. The
words of a eucharistic prayer acknowledge the
depth of the mystery of this call: “we thank you for
counting us worthy to stand in your presence and
serve you.” It is not always easy to answer the call.
Excuses and distractions and collisions of schedules
abound, as well as our own bad habits. Roadblocks
and detours are familiar mileposts on the way that
leads to the assembly.

“I cannot come to the feast,” complains the person
in the Gospels with a new spouse or house or ox.
But the feast must go on, and so the Lord turns to
the rest: the tax collectors, shady ladies, all the bad
pennies and lost sheep and the likes of us.

It must be admitted that one of the barriers to the
full vigor of the liturgical assembly is the memory of
former days when the bare minimum of participation
in the Sunday assembly was sometimes taught. The
liturgy today summons a new and deeper response
from us. The liturgy is woven of signs and symbols,
and the way that we gather has immense importance
for the whole celebration. Our preparation for the
liturgy begins not with the opening song in church
but in the home. It begins with how we order the
day: the way we choose and prepare special clothes,
pray with the children, and deal with the spilled
milk at breakfast and the sullen teenager.

Our preparation continues to unfold as we move
towards the church, trace the sign of the cross on
our bodies with holy water, bow to the altar, smile to
our neighbors, recognize and greet the stranger, and
settle for a few moments of stillness before rising to
join the song. As the separate voices begin to take
up the song, the members of the assembly begin to
breathe together, to act together as one body.

The gathering of the people is the most basic
requirement for the Mass. It is linked with the prom-
ise of the Lord: “Where two or three gather in my

name, I am in their midst.” This is underscored by
the General Instruction of the Roman Missal,
which speak of the importance of the opening
moments of the Mass in helping the faithful who
come together to “establish communion and dispose
themselves to listen properly to God’s word and to
celebrate the Eucharist worthily.” (GIRM, n. 46)

The liturgical assembly therefore differs from other
human gatherings, because so much rests on you
and the quality of our participation. When we go to
an eight o’clock movie, for example, we know that
we can arrive ten minutes late because the previews
and popcorn ads will still be running. The opening
moments of worship are entirely different as we are
drawn together into community to pray together:
fully, consciously, actively.

One September morning in a parish near a large
university, a few parishioners gathered around a
young woman who was crying. She explained that
she was a new student from abroad, just ending her
first week for orientation to a new school in a new
country. She had struggled with homesickness all
week…until Sunday. She had yet to learn a single
person’s name in the church, but she was struck by
the insight that they were her brothers and sisters,
that their hearts were turned to her heart in Christ.
She realized that the Word of God they gathered
around was the same word spoken that day in her
village half a world away, and that she was united
with them in praying the Eucharist, and receiving
holy Communion. In the gathering of the Church
for prayer, this woman experienced hope, healing,
and an overwhelming experience of the Lord’s pres-
ence which moved her to tears of joy.

The liturgical assembly is the
place where, over the course of
your lifetime, we will receive the
clearest teaching of who God
is—and of who we are in Christ.
There, as a wise and wonderful
priest used to say, you will learn
two things: your life has mean-
ing, and you will live forever. If
someone makes you a better
offer: take it!
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