
183 Does Liturgy Call for the Church? 178 

liturgy as to locale, and its liturgical sense of being in a given place 
never overshadowed the deeper conviction that what was being cele-
brated here was done in union with the whole Church: The second 
prayer of the Roman Canon begins: "In union with the whole Church 
we honor Mary. . ." Neither the liturgy nor the New Testament 
knows anything about an isolated believer or an isolated congregation 
or an isolated liturgy. 

The whole elaboration of the doctrine of collegiality as seen first 
in the Constitution on the Liturgy and then in the Constitution on 
the Church is a function of the re-evaluation of the local liturgy and 
the local regional churches. Despite the large attention Vatican II 
gave to the problems of local and regional churches (Decrees on the 
Eastern Churches; bishops' conferences with greater powers; national 
liturgies) the Church as a whole must be in a position to act in re-
gard to the world as a unity. And the repeated references to the unity 
of mankind in the Constitutions on the Liturgy and the Church 
raises some issues about the local church's ability to deal effectively 
through new organs and institutions with world problems of under-
development, minority groups, peace movments, and contacts with the 
UN and UNESCO. Obviously the small intimate congregation cannot 
possess the resources to deal with issues of this magnitude. Closer to 
home, the small familial liturgical community cannot even provide 
the resources for the missionary programs which are imposed by the 
gospel imperatives. International issues call for international institu-
tions. Some in the Free Churches who were brought up in the non-
liturgical tradition of individual religious experience and the auton-
omous congregation are saying (and have been saying for some time) 
that if one is to bring the gospel to the age of institutions then the 
gospel has to be incarnated in institutional forms. 

Without some kind of structural international cohesion religion 
cannot fulfill the traditional sociological function (which is also a 
liturgical function) of building a universe of meaning in which social 
patterns take on a commonality of value, and are accepted as 
generally binding. Religion functions both sociologically and litur-
gically by gathering the horizons of human possibilities and shap-
ing them into coherent and patterned meanings. This process of 
social validation is founded on the liturgical claim of religion to relate 
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the humanum, the proximate, and the individual to the divine, to the 
ultimate, to the universal, in a word, to a kind of cosmic sacrality. 
To attain these ends it will not suffice to substitute a bodiless elan for 
a visible solidarity. Neither the privatized nor the localized religion 
has the resources to fulfill this function adequately. The privatized 
and the individualized religion is restricted by the very limitations 
of its familial geography. It seldom gets beyond the building of little 
contra-cultures and contra-worlds. The arc of its heaven is too geo-
graphically and culturally private to enable privatized and indi-
vidualized religion to locate the archtypes of existence in a cosmic 
frame of reference. And when the attempt is made it is found that the 
contra-worlds are not viable in a socio-cultural sense. 

In pre-Vatican II Catholicism we were afflicted with a triumphal-
ism of the universal Church. The discussion on the Constitutions on 
the Liturgy and the Church helped to bring this period to an end. 
In our typical fashion of running from absolute to absolute, now we 
have displaced the triumphalism of the universal Church with the 
triumphalism of the local church. The locus of this displacement, 
strange to say, is frequently the liturgy. The motivations behind this 
displacement are unimpeachable in their authenticity: the desire for 
religious contacts on a human scale; the rejection of liturgical mecha-
nism, the demand that in liturgical prayer there be a mutual exposure 
of real faces, the pursuit of a new quality of familial repose and in-
wardness in liturgical celebration. That this movement from a grand 
ecclesiastical internationalism to the proud proverty of the de-institu-
tionalized local church should be found in aggravated form here in the 
United States with its traditions of Jeffersonian individualism cannot 
be surprising. The American experience, together with the theological 
principle of voluntary association, gives large support to the absolutiz-
ing of the autonomous congregation, even liturgical congregations. 
The de-institutionalization of even the local church is a quite 
understandable reaction to the rigid, indeed implacable, structural-
ization of the international community, with absolute control vested 
in the international headquarters, in this case in Rome. This was 
reflected in the liturgy by an aggressive and rigid control of sanctuary 
etiquette on an international level by the Congregation of Rites in 
Rome. What Paul Goodman had to say about the necessity of de-
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centralizing American institutions (because over-centralization repre-
sents various degrees of dehumanization) can be applied in measure 
to international ecclesiastical institutions and to the liturgy itself. 
There is abroad the suspicion that the structures of control and the 
politics of manipulation which typify organized religion on the na-
tional and international level compromise the gospel. The anatomy 
of institutionalized power reveals that though it is not necessarily 
devoid of noble purpose, it easily impairs that freedom with which 
man goes to God. Further, sacramental ritualization raises the pro-
cedures of institutionalized power into metaphysical conditions; pure 
reflections of the eternal paradigm. The earthly liturgy transub-
stantiates procedures and organizational relationships into a super-
substantial Golden Calf. 

However, the Free Churches, whose offices do not have a sacra-
mental liturgical substratum, have not always found their experience 
of non-formal, non-legal power less a compromise of the gospel. Paul 
M. Harrison, himself a child of and believer in the Free Church 
tradition had said: "Autonomy, separation, and disunity have gen-
erally proved to be an even greater burden [than organized Chris-
tianity], if for no other reason than the greater susceptibility of a 
divided church to the values of Caesar than to the teachings of 
Christ."4 As we have seen, the presence of power, however conceived, 
carries with it the possibility of becoming an end in itself. The 
liturgical conferral of power lends credence to the mythology of an 
eternal paradigm; and eternal paradigms easily become idols. To 
make power an end in itself is to arrive at a pornographic conception 
of power. The Free Church tradition has had as many problems with 
pornographic power as the hierarchically and liturgically structured 
churches. 

I would want to be assured that the present remarks are not 
construed to be a rejection of the Free Church tradition as a paradigm 
for the future. Within contemporary Catholicism the re-thinking of 
structural forms and liturgical action has consciously or unconsciously 
taken over the forms and procedures which have a long history in the 
Free Church tradition. As a matter of fact, I too, think that the 

4 Authority and Power in the Free Church Tradition (Princeton University 
Press, 1959), p. 204. 
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liturgical churches have a model, though not the model, in the Free 
Churches. This is the direction in which the sacramentally structured 
churches will go. But we should not take over these patterns un-
critically and so condemn ourselves to make the same mistakes which 
they have made. Any criticisms of the Free Church tradition which I 
have made have already been made by members of the Free Churches 
themselves and can be substantiated from their literature. 

Lest I leave my friends in the Free Churches (that is, if I have 
any friends left at this point) with the impression that I have an 
eagle eye only for their problem areas, I would like to mention some 
of their areas of strength. 

Many in the Free Church tradition have kept close to the sources 
of the Christian life in a way that is not true of the liturgically 
structured churches. They have a devotion to the Sacred Scripture 
and to the presence of the Holy Spirit which, whatever other his-
torical difficulties they encounter, enables them to recover their 
spiritual vitality. In other words, the sources of renewal are more 
immediately present and less juridically prevented from operating 
within the Free Church ethos. 

Because they have in their history this closeness to the sources of 
renewal, Sacred Scripture and the awareness of the presence of the 
Spirit, they have not generally lost that missionary imperative so 
typical of the New Testament Christianity. They are a community 
of missionary people. They know how to evangelize in terms of what 
is central to the Kingdom: salvation, repentance, conversion, forgive-
ness of sin, Christ as Crucified and Risen Savior. 

They have a high sense of discipline. They have not adopted pat-
terns of promiscuous membership. When they broke with the Con-
stantinian social order they restored the personal moment in faith 
to its rightful place. There is, they rightfully point out, no Chris-
tianity by proxy. Without a deep personal commitment there can be 
Christian posturings and Christian fictions, but there can be no true 
faith relationship to Christ. They live with long spiritual tradition 
but they only appropriate that tradition by a personal act. No one 
else can appropriate their history for an adult Christian. For this 
reason they have a deep sense of discipleship and the vocation to 
witness. 
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An attempt has been made to seen how the liturgy calk for the 
Church. The liturgical imperative has been related to present trends 
toward a Free Church pattern. Since what is normative is not a 
matter of structural origin, or Church order, or liturgically constituted 
offices, but a matter of divine purpose and mission, one should be 
hesitant about making absolute statements about structures and 
forms. The liturgy calls for the Church and it may invite one struc-
tural arrangement more insistently than another. But if the primary 
locus of ministry, order and structure is in Christ, and then in the 
Church as a whole seen as divine purpose and mission, one would 
want to treat with some care the force with which one argues from 
liturgy to the nature of the Church. This can still be done; but it 
should be done with the awareness of the limitations of the meth-
odology. 
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