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Part 4 – Participation 

Having discussed sacramentality, and the fact that, 
although Christ is the primary actor in the liturgy, he 
associates the whole Church in that work, we are ready 
to truly understand the notion of ‘participation’. This 
concept is crucial for understanding why we do what we 
do at Mass, and for experiencing in our lives the fruits 
of our redemption. 

Vatican II famously said “Mother Church earnestly 
desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully 
conscious, and active participation in liturgical 
celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of 
the liturgy. Such participation by the Christian 
people…is their right and duty by reason of their 
baptism” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 14). Sometimes this 
‘active participation’ has been interpreted as being 
primarily about activity. In this understanding, ‘active 
participation’ means primarily doing the gestures, 
saying the words, singing the songs. This gets things 
somewhat backwards. 

Sometimes you might hear that the people didn’t 
participate in the liturgy until after the reforms 
following Vatican II. And while it was certainly possible 
for people to simply attend Mass passively (a possibility 
which is alive and well today!), people could still 
experience true participation; the phrase ‘active 
participation’, after all, was coined by Pope St. Pius X 
in 1903!1  The deepest meaning of participation in the 
liturgy is participation in the invisible reality, that is, 
hearing the Word of God, and responding to it by 
offering oneself in union with the sacrifice of Christ, 
taking part in Christ’s Paschal Mystery, and receiving 
the fruit of that sacrifice in Holy Communion. Even 
when the people didn’t say anything, that sort of 
participation was possible (and has to have been- 
because the Church’s liturgy had been forming saints 
for centuries upon centuries!).  

 
1 See his motu proprio, Tra le Sollecitudini, which dealth 
with the topic of sacred music in the liturgy. 
 

 

 
But is this to say that the external activity is 
unimportant? No! Vatican II wanted to emphasize some 
of this ‘activity’ in order to make it easier to come to  
that interior participation, following the principle of 
sacramentality discussed previously. The activity 
signifies and helps to bring about that true, interior 
participation. This is a crucial point, because not 
everyone can do all the activity individually. When we 
kneel, for instance, we express worship, we acknowledge 
our vulnerability and helplessness before God, our 
pleading, knowing that he has the power to shape all 
things according to his will. But not everyone can kneel; 
those who cannot are still able to have that profound 
attitude of worship of God in their heart.  

To take another example of how the Church proposes 
that we understand participation, see what the General 
Instruction has to say about the Liturgy of the Word:  

A final aspect of participation: it is not only concerned 
with what we do during the liturgy, but how the liturgy 
relates to our daily lives. True participation as described 
above is transformative, because that intimacy with 
Christ which is brought about by the liturgy continues 
and is expressed by the way we live and treat others. 
Thus the true test of whether one has participated 
actively in the liturgy is not whether one says the words, 
sings the songs, and performs the gestures, but rather 
whether one’s life bears the fruit of a deep communion 
with Christ and the Church, in thought, word, and 
deed. 


