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THE PLACE OF THE LITURGY IN THE PLAN OF
SUPERNATURAL ADOPTION*

F. A. MCGOWAN

THE Liturgy is a great subject, sometimes an inflammatory
one, known to generate devotion, enthusiasm, even heat-
But there is a possibility of avoiding the controversial)

making the study exploratory, seeking out the facts and thetf
relations which help us to live better the life of union with God-
So, for security reasons, it is well to begin by putting liturgy
in its place by defining terms. *

Liturgy is the Church's official dispensation of the Mysteries o*
Christ. It is the 'whole body of the official prayers and sacra'
mental actions whereby the communication of men with Goo Is

carried on in the Church'; 'the life-dispensing, life-preserving'
and life-restoring activity of Ecclesia, the Mystical Christ. ^
less technical words: Liturgy is the offcial communication of divlfi

Life by Christ through the Church. The liturgy consists of foUr

inter-related parts: the sacraments, the sacramentals, Div^e

Office and ritual prayers, and the Liturgical Year—all centred ^
and drawing their source from the Holy Sacrifice of the MaS

which, as the re-enactment of Calvary, is the core of the liturgr.
Let us analyse the definition: the official communication °

divine life by Christ through the Church. That definition l

more than logical; it is dynamic because it deals with life, divi*1•
life. Logically, the definition distinguishes liturgy, marks it °,
as part of a whole. The operative word is 'communicatioi1 •
Liturgy is not an end in itself; it is a. function with divine union
purpose. Moreover, it is a doubly restricted function. The tif
limitation is that of agent because liturgy is confined to t
communication of grace through the Church. Though the nof^
and full means of our participation in divine nature is through t»
organized Visible Body of Christ, it is not the only means. *
say so would be to fall into the Boston heresy which forgets to
God is free to use any channels he chooses for communicaOne
divine life to souls. • .

The second limitation of liturgy is that ofmode. Liturgy 1S £
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r1 means, the corporate, the organized, the formal means of
Qispensing the Christ-life. But it is not the only way by which the
^ nctitymg work of the Church is extended to regions and spheres
Ch lfence- ft is the official mode of communication by which the
Bod S ^ ^ °^Ce o f t r a n s f u s i n g t h e members of the Mystical

y. We can pause a moment on the word 'office', officium
Sacrd11' W h i C^ iS ° f t e n t r a n s l a t e d 'duty'> as m t h e M a s s o f t n e

red Heart, 'duty of reparation'. But offcium connotes a scale
re?Ponses> °f obligations based on one's position in relation to
° ner person or to an institution, say, the state. It ranges from

und ens, a c c e P t e d under duress to self-imposed sacrifices freely
off Cr, e n by eagerness of love. And a word on officers or
j l c l a l s~they suppose rank and file. We must not allow our
re l i

ag.ma t ions to limit the Church to the clergy and members of
of P1?US °5d e r s- E v e i 7 baptized person shares in the priesthood

^nnst though there are recognized degrees,
life V t^ie hturgy is the formal mode of communicating
C e" 7 f°rrnulated process is expressed externally through
Avor1h°niauand r i tUal" U n f o r t u n a te ly , the externals of liturgical
Ma f rubrics, are too frequently rated as the liturgy itself,
by tl °l US W C r e a m u s e d i n B r u c e Marshall's All Glorious Within

,r JL " ^ ^ady c°nvert who carried a missal the size of an
and by the expert whom the author inaccurately

' iY a ^turgical scholar who knew exactly how a Benedictine
se j i W S i n g a P o n t i f l c a l High Mass on a double of the

cond class in the presence of a Cardinal Archbishop of the
^nabrosian rite (p. 8?)

articl A hoped that there will be no disappointment if this
t r i m - °e S n o t §*ve household hints for arranging candles,
taste f1^ surphces, training altar boys, or even cultivating a
sa ™r Gregorian Chant. These externals are good and neces-
in th 1S , m t e r e s t e d m these as details. Pope Pius XII reminds us
Levi, e n ^ y ^ u c a l Mediator Dei: On the Sacred Liturgy, referring to

*cus (which gives embroidery directions):
make WC ° b s e r v e t h a t w h e n G o d institutes the Old Law, he
exa j S j P r o v ^ i ° n besides for sacred rites, and determines in
him tiT m l e S tO b e °bserved by his people in rendering
kinds fW° r S h i p h e o r d a i n s - T o t h i s e n d h e established various

s ot sacrifice and designated the ceremonies with which
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they were to be offered to him. His enactments on all matters
related to the Ark of the Covenant, the Temple and the holy
days are minute and clear. He established a sacerdotal tribe
(of Levi) with its high priest, selected and described the vest"
ments with which the sacred ministers were to be clothed, and
every function in any way pertaining to divine worship-
(English edition, The Catholic Mind, June 1948, Section 16.)

Externals of liturgy should be treated as externals. The dialog^
Mass and the use of the vernacular or local language have their
reference because they implement corporate, co-operative worship >
the liturgy is f/je corporate, co-operative worship of the entire Mys*
tical Body, Head and members, dispensing the Mysteries of Christ

Mysteries of Christ—we come to the matter of the liturgy1

The term must be explained because in the definitions given above
it has been equated with divine life, that which makes liturgy 3

dynamic function, the word 'life' has an abstract tinge, suggests

other abstractions—force, energy, or vitality, a derivative frol°
'life'. The diction of the Early Church, preserved in the liturgy'
uses a concrete term which not only means Christ-life but in**
cated his historical years on earth when he 'shaped divinity t0

human form'. This term is the Mysteries of Christ, or m°r

frequently and more simply, the Mysteries. <
In doctrine class we learned that a mystery in the intellect

order is a divinely revealed fact that we cannot fully underst0 '
Though we habitually use the term 'mystery' in the operation
order 1 we rarely stop to consider the distinction. A mystery in 7
operational, activity order, is a divine fact or action whose meaning
and power can never be exhausted.

Mysteries in religion, unlike those of escape fiction, are neV ,
completely solved but they are alike in this: the more absorb
we are in them, the clearer, the more satisfying, and the rn°,-
thrilling they become. The clue to the Mysteries of Christ is ^
divine personality. That raises the fundamental question: Can
life of Christ be limited to the time between the Annunciate
and the Ascension? The answer is negative; that would be o 1
his historical life on earth. From all eternity, with the Father a
the Holy Spirit, he lives the Trinitarian life. He became m a I \ g

the time of the Annunciation and we call the time between
Annunciation and the Ascension his historical life, a ^ ^
1 Cf. Humbert Cldrissac, o.p., The Mystery of the Church. New York, 1937. P- 7-
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remembering that from the moment of the Incarnation,, his
sacred humanity has been united to his divinity and will be so
« oughout eternity. Since his ascension into heaven when he
set at the right of thy glory the substance of our frail human

nature which he has taken to himself (Ascension Mass, Com-
nunicantes), he lives the glorified life and he is Head of the
Mystical Body. It is the same person who lives in these different
"lodes and also sacramentally in the Holy Eucharist.

Yet many a so-called 'Life of Christ' goes no further than
ottering our Lord as a 'model of perfection'. They forget that

There can therefore be no contemplation of God that is not
also a concrete supervital union. . . . God cannot be the passive
object of any creature's knowledge or will (E. I. Watkin,
A Philosophy of Form, London, 1935, j>. 369-388).
he study of the historical life of Christ is infinitely different from

hat of the greatest hero or saint. The most that a great hero could
o tor his followers would be to inspire them with enthusiasm

0 use the powers they already possess to copy him in his best
actions. Our Lord not only shows us how to act but he gives his

w n power with which to act and to become the unique person
ich he intends each of us to be. When our Lord performed the

T °f his historical life, he had each of us in mind and we now
raw graces from those acts. Since we can never exhaust the
eaning and the power of his acts, we call them 'mysteries',
e apply the term Mysteries of Christ to the events of Christ's

' to the Mass where they were re-presented, when we wish
i.f

e aPply the term Mysteries of Christ to the events of Christ's
e> or to the Mass where they were re-presented, when we wish

0 emphasize the fact that the words and acts of a Divine Person
annot be limited by time or space but continue to be actualized

the Church, especially through the celebration of the Mass.2

°r example: on a certain day, in a certain town, our Lord
ured a particular man of leprosy. The essence of that divine-
uman act continues when he acts in the Church through the

rament of Penance forgiving sins, or when he offers us actual
grace with which to correct our damaged nature.

Chrkri ° ' D > A r cy- s-J-> The Life of the Church, New York, 1933, p. 19. 'The heart of the
to e x * A S^S t?r y i s tnis> t h a t * e Christ who was both God and man, has determined
His so f ^ C f r ° m *.e t e r r a i n °f Galilee and Jerusalem to the ends of the earth, and
relatio / a ^ s fr°m thirty odd years to the end of time; and He is to bear the same
His ow' a ? 1 aS t ' u t *s PossMe> to human individuals which His divine nature bore to
and bod ^ " J ^ " ^ ^"ty- There is one fundamental difference, of course: His own soul
divine r r n o k u m a r i personality, whereas we, no matter how close we live in the

*"<= uie, remain persons, able to say: "No longer I live but Thou." '
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These Mysteries of Christ are ours because Christ lived themt0

redeem us; he lived them to communicate his divine nature to
us; he associated us with him in his Mysteries as he lived therfl>
he has made them accessible to us through the liturgy, especially
the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.

With this analysis of the liturgy—its divine matter, its
munication function, its purpose of divine union—we can
place it in the Divine Plan of Redemption.

THE PLAN OF SUPERNATURAL ADOPTION
God is. 'I am Who am.' That fact is the beginning and tne

end, the alpha and the omega of all things. That relationship to &f
creator gives a dignity to the creature which we sometimes i^
to attribute to ourselves. We come from the Trinity; we live o)
the Trinity, we go to the Trinity.

Trintarian Life: From all eternity there is one God in thre

Persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, knowing an
loving each other.
Creation: To show forth his goodness and to share his happi*1^ '
God made out of nothing other beings, each a unique reflecti0

of himself.
This should be a stimulus to each one. He reflects God as n

one else does. God is so great that all the trillions of creature5

can never represent all his aspects. In heaven we shall see them
the Beatific Vision as vistas of God's glory.3 While here on ear
we are not certain what we are supposed to be and we want to
like someone else. Instead of a depression diet of worm^°0

because I am not so beautiful as a movie star, not so popular as
crooner, not so evidently holy as the parish saint, I can conSCL
myself with the fact that God sees himself in me in a way that
does not see himself in anyone else. As was said earlier, in e*
event of his historical life, our Lord was thinking how each ot
would use its essence, as it comes through the liturgy, to beco
this unique reflection he has planned each of us to be.

Elevation of chief creatures: To further share his happ111 '

3 C£. Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., L'&ernelk vie, Paris, 1949, p. 312ft . "foil*
Nothomb, 'Afin d'embrasser l'univers', La Vie Spirituelle, May 1955, p- 454' _Uf,
sont des idcSes de Dieu realisees, des actes d'amour deDieu, puis des objets de sc"?a

tn0e;
Dieu notre Pere est comme un miroir ou nous retrouvons le visage de chaque no ^
non seulement son visage, mais son ame, mais ce qui fait le plus intime secret ^ ^
mStne, la ouseulDieu penetre. . . . [The 'new name' which perfectly descnbe

one's relation to God.]
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od raised angels and man above their natures to a created
participation in the divine nature, that is, to the state of grace.

. Grace is defined by Saint Peter (II: 1, 4) as a created participation
m t i l e divine nature. Nature is defined as essence in act. God
aruiot share his essence with us. No matter how closely we
ecome united to him, we shall never lose our identity. But he
oes give us created participation in his nature, he does give us
e capacity to act with his power, he does dwell in us and act
roH?» US- This bestowal of his nature raises angels and men to

ue state of adopted children of God. Normally, men receive
t h « gift through the liturgy.

Defection of Creatures: Some of the angels and Adam, the head
°i the human race, refused this supernatural gift of God.
ihey wished to have it by right of their own nature. The bad

TT 1 m a c k t^le^r ch°ice with full knowledge of the consequences
they have never gone back on their decision. Adam and

ve repented. It required the God-man to restore grace.
Restoration of Divine Life to Man
s1 Order to repair to his Father for the offense against Divine
^°ve, and to restore Divine Life to mankind, the Son, the
second Person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ, became man, was
orn of the Virgin Mary, and by his life—especially his Passion,
eath, Resurrection, and Ascention—redeemed the human

race.

ote that the citations of the Mysteries in the Canon of the
^ n O t eiK* W "k o u r L o r d ' s Death but continue, mentioning

esurrection and Ascension. Some liturgies even include the

t o ^ l ° f t he Paraclete- O u r L o r d &•& n o t c o m e t o earth- Ju s t

!e for us but to restore life to us. Paradoxically the Easter
Sequence sings:

Death and Life strove in extraordinary duel—
Th C P r " l c e °f Life dead, now lives and reigns.
v

 a rest°ration was for the whole race, every member of it,
pe U° , m e m ^ c r maY be saved against his will or without his
apDT e ^ ° r t Therefore, our Lord must devise a way for
Chu 1kg C a^v a ry t o e a ch of us personally. He instituted the

/ k a n e W m o ^ e or~life, in which individuals in every place,
l ° n d °*"time' c a n contact Calvary. The Church was born

l k S a c r e d H e a r t w a s pierced. As Pope Pius XII so concisely
beautifully words it,
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Lifted up between heaven and earth, he offers the saving
sacrifice of his life, and pours forth, as it were, from his pierce"
Heart the sacraments destined to impart the treasures of redemP'
tion to the souls of men (op. cit., Section 17).
The Life of Christ Prolonged in Time and Space: The God-fflaI1'
now in heaven, is the Head of the Mystical Body, the Church,
through which he continues until the end of time his life °
teaching, directing, and sanctifying individual persons.
Communication of Christ's Life to Individuals: The
distribution of Christ's life is the liturgy by which
through the Church communicates to individuals by four inter'
related parts—the sacraments, the sacramentals, the Divme

Office, and the Liturgical Year—the grace of Calvary becaUse

the centre and source of the liturgy is the Holy Sacrifice of tne

Mass.
It is the Mysteries of Christ that the liturgy communicates, W

Trinitarian life, his historical life between the Annunciation and tne

Ascension, his glorified life at the right hand of the Father,
the Head of the Mystical Body which is the prolongation of &
historical life in time and space. The sacraments are the continua'
tion of his God-giving actions—bestowing, restoring, increasing
sanctifying grace. The sacramentals are the continuation of th°.
actions by which he transformed material objects from p°sS

bilities of harm into means of grace. We recall that God ga

Adam charge of the material world. When Adam submitted
Satan, he surrendered this sovereignty but, since the IncarnaW0 >
the objects that we use in our work-a-day life can be chang ^
from the state of harmful or of merely neutral to that of i^P
ments for the Christ-life. The Divine Office and Ritual Pralf,
are the continuation of Christ's words of formal prayer. * ,
Liturgical Cycle—spiral not just repetitious—is our gr a .
growth in Christ through participation in the recurrent actuali
tion of his mysteries. . <,

The centre and core of the liturgy is the Holy Sacrifice 01
Mass, the source of divine life, where the reality of all the mys t e r^
of Christ is made present whenever it is celebrated. All four P e

of the liturgy are related because they draw from the same so
for the divine life they communicate, from the Mass. , ,-cc.

There are also related in the process of dispensing Christs .
Sacramentals are blessed by ritual prayers and are used m
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administration of all the sacraments, in the recitation of Divine
Unice, and in carrying out the Liturgical Year. Some sacramentals
are practically incorporated into the Proper of the Mass—the
candles at Candlemas, the ashes on Ash Wednesday, palms on
^alm Sunday, the Paschal candle at Eastertide; others are outside

Mass but associated with it, as the blessing of throats with
ci l Saint Blaise candle, the Christmas crib, and the like. The

Office, an extension of the Proper of the Mass, is the
prayer-setting for the Holy Sacrifice and changes seasonally
through the Liturgical Year.

Co-operative Development of Christ's Life: It is not sufficient to
passively receive Christ's Life through the liturgy; we must
deliberately and continuously co-operate with actual graces,
exercising and developing the supernatural virtues and gifts
o* the Holy Ghost received at Baptism.
We must use the divine power received through the liturgy to

eep the Commandments, to practise the temporal and spiritual
^orks of mercy, to observe the duties of our state of life, and then

develop a sensitive ear to the suggestions which our position,
Jjr officium as adopted children of God, indicates for the eagerness

° w co-operation with grace has the effect of increasing one's
pacity for grace. Suppose that the reward for winning a race

^ ^ ° ^ me(^al> purse, and, or renown, but an increase
U ^ v e i T response to grace not only makes one more God-

e but gives a greater capacity for divine life. And God will
ays supply.

Ratified Share in the Trinitarian Life: According to the capacity
Or God which each one has acquired by the moment of death,

each will enjoy forever the life of the Blessed Trinity in the
Seatifi Vision.


