
 

 

Reflection on the Survey Responses 
V. On Participation. 

 
Reflection on Participation. 

 
After Vatican II, one of the most 
common themes that the faithful 
associate with the liturgy is active 
participation. Active participation is 
an important concept that we, the 
faithful, rightly hold close to our 
hearts. And what does active 
participation mean – in relation to whom, in relation to 
what? To think more deeply about active participation 
at Mass, please carefully consider the following 
scenarios… 
 
What if previously you served as an Extraordinary 
Minister of Holy Communion. And then, an accident 
happened which left you wheelchair-born. You still were 
able to be physically present at the celebration of 
Sunday Mass but has chosen to step down from serving 
as Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion. Are you 
participating less at Mass and in what way?   
 
What if you were a liturgical minister, and you only 
showed up at Mass when you are scheduled to serve, 
what might be your way of understanding active 
participation at Mass?  
 
We are blessed with many young families in the parish. 
These parents bring their newborns to Mass. In what 
ways do these newborns actively participate at Mass? 

 
1 Even Pope Pius XII, in his encyclical Mediator Dei, given on 
November 20, 1947, already spoke of interior (¶23-24), exterior 
(¶23-24), and sacramental preparation (¶118). 
2 The importance of the sacramental reception of the Eucharist was 
already highlighted by the Council of Trent, in September 17, 1562. 
See Session 22, Chapter VI: “The holy council wishes indeed that at 

To unpack the concept of participation, 
we turn to the Sacred Congregation for 
Rites’ document, Instruction on Sacred 
Music and Sacred Liturgy (De musica 
sacra et sacra liturgia) issued on 
September 3, 1958, just four years 
before Vatican II began. Paragraph 22 
identifies the general principles 
regarding the participation of the 

faithful at Mass: 
a) “Interior participation is the most important; this 

consist in paying devout attention, and in lifting up 
the heart to God in prayer. In this way the faithful 
“are intimately joined with their High Priest…and 
together with Him, and through Him offer (the 
Sacrifice), making themselves one with Him”.”1 

b) “The participation of the congregation becomes 
more complete, however, when, in addition to this 
interior disposition, exterior participation is 
manifested by external acts, such as bodily position 
(kneeling, standing, sitting), ceremonial sings, and 
especially responses, prayers, and singing.” 

c) “Active participation is perfect when “sacramen-
tal” participation is included. In this way “the 
people receive the Holy Eucharist not only by spirit-
ual desire but also sacramentally, and thus obtain 
greater benefit from this most holy Sacrifice”.”2 

d) “…adequate instruction is necessary before the 
faithful can intelligently and actively participate in 
the Mass…” 

each mass the faithful who are present should communicate, not 
only in spiritual desire but also by the sacramental partaking of the 
Eucharist, that thereby they may derive from this most holy sacrifice 
a more abundant fruit…” During COVID, serious reflection is need 
so that the faithful may understand and observe the difference 
between sacramental and virtual participation in the Holy Sacrifice. 

Dear Parishioners,  
 

Christ is the Way! 
We continue our reflection on participation – the Church’s understanding of fully conscious and active 

participation, the various levels of participation, and participation at Mass during COVID. 
To provide clarification on some of the remarks, we refer to Vatican II’s Constitution on the Liturgy 

(Sacrosanctum Concilium) as well as pre-Vatican II documents to show us the organic development of the 
liturgy. If you wish to read the documents in their entirety, they are accessible online. 

I thank the respondents for their comments. May the catechesis, provided when needed, be helpful. 
 

Yours in Christ, 
Father Edison. 

     Christ indeed always 
associates the Church with 
Himself in this great work (the 
liturgy) wherein God is 
perfectly glorified and men 
are sanctified. 
- Sacrosanctum Concilium, 7 



 

 

Participation in God comes before participation in acts! 
It is clear that the most important 
participation is interior particip-
ation in God, complemented by 
exterior participation in acts, and 
completed by sacramental particip-
ation through the reception of the 
Holy Eucharist! If and when this is 
properly understood, no one should 
find himself bored at Mass nor 
herself ever missing at Mass.  
 
Why the participation in God? 
Because the Mass is the memorial 
of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ – the 
work by which our redemption is 
accomplished. Do not forget: only 
God can redeem us! There is 
nothing that we can do at Mass that 
can match what God is doing for us. 
Our participation involves, first and 
foremost, being present to receive 
what God is doing for us, who 
include sleeping and crying babies, 
restless toddlers, those preparing 
for First Communion, eager or bored teens, liturgical 
ministers or not, and those who come in wheelchair, 
canes or walkers.  
 
Why the participation in acts? Because we are alive and 
filled with the divine life that only God can give us. For 
this gift of life, we are thankful to God. It is with our 
lives that we participate at Mass – whether we can carry 
a tune or not, whether we can stand or kneel or just 
remain seated on a pew or a wheelchair, and whether we 
know the responses by heart or at times rely on the 
worship aid, etc.  
 
Why the participation in sacrament? Because our God 
is for us! Because Jesus offers his Body for us. Because 
Jesus offers his Blood for us. Should we let the super-
reality that, at Mass, God is doing something beautiful 
for us sink in within the depths of our hearts, we would 
never leave Mass, and we would fall on our knees in 
gratitude and adoration during Holy Communion. 
 
So if somebody asks, “Why do you go to Mass?” Give a 
simple yet truthful answer: “First, because I need God, 
who alone can save me. Second, because I want to 
worship God with my life. And third, how I can I refuse 
Jesus who offers his Body and Blood to me?” 
 
Through our participation in God, we glorify God. 
Through our participation by our lives and in sacrament, 

we are sanctified. These are the reasons for the liturgy: 
the saving work of Jesus Christ 
gives glory to God and sanctifies 
us. This is why God calls us to 
participate in the sacred liturgy. 
 

Further Reflection. 
 

One thing that COVID has brought 
us is a time of reflection, a stepping 
back to look at our response to the 
pandemic, how our faith informs 
our response, and whether our 
response nurtures our faith. 

 
Do I recognize and acknowledge 
at Mass what Jesus alone could do 
to save me? Do I really need to be 
obligated to receive what Jesus 
offers me? 
 
Does my understanding of 
participation in the liturgy reflect 
the understanding of the Church? 
If not, what must I change with my 

understanding? 
 
During COVID, where does my participation in the 
Sacrifice of the Mass stand among my priorities? Do I 
find myself now eating in restaurants, without my mask 
on? Have I returned to Mass, where I only have to take 
off my mask briefly during Holy Communion?  
 
During COVID, do I allow my children to be seated in 
planes without social distancing or to stand in line for 
ski lift? Have I brought my children to seat in the pews 
for Sunday Mass and fall in line at Holy Communion? 
 
Because of the Respect and Reverence Challenge 
concerning the Eucharist, we find ourselves taking a 
serious look at “participation” in the sacred liturgy. This 
is good. This is not a waste of our time. For if any had a 
narrow and subjective understanding of the concept, 
which is limited to what you and I can do in the liturgy, 
the pre-conciliar and conciliar documents should help us 
see the Church’s wider and objective understanding of 
participation in the sacred liturgy. This wider and 
objective understanding does not minimize what you 
and I can do in the liturgy but should open us to the 
greater divine reality that unfolds in every celebration of 
the Mass, without which what you and I can do would 
be meaningless and powerless. 

“With zeal and patience, pastors of 
souls must promote the liturgical 
instruction of the faithful, and also 
their active participation in the 
liturgy both internally and externally, 
taking into account their age and 
condition, their way of life, and 
standard of religious culture. By so 
doing, pastors will be fulfilling one of 
the chief duties of a faithful dispenser 
of the mysteries of God; and in this 
matter they must lead their flock not 
only in word but also by example.” 

- Sacrosanctum Concilium, 19 
“That more perfect form of 

participation in the Mass whereby the 
faithful, after the priest's communion, 
receive the Lord's body from the same 
sacrifice, is strongly commended.” 

- Sacrosanctum Concilium, 55 
 
 
 


