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Editorial


Bryan Cones, Editor
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One benefit of a conference gathering for a journal editor is the abundance of content for future issues, and our January conference in Brisbane was no exception. This first issue of 2025 cannot contain it all; the second issue will also feature contributions shared at our gathering. My thanks to all the presenters who reworked their talks to appear in the journal.


The broad topic of our conference, ‘Justice at the Heart of Liturgy’, drew an equally broad range of approaches and topics. Our three keynote speakers, along with a response to each by Stephen Burns, each took a different tack on some matter of import. Gerard Moore’s historically funded investigation of the lex lying at the heart of that oft-quoted expression, lex orandi, lex credenda, unveils an imperial pedigree at odds with the kind of justice we seek now. His contribution leads off this issue, as it did the conference. Peter Catt, whose paper is not available for publication at this time, noted the complexity of the present moment and highlighted the danger of ‘tinkering’ around the edges lest we introduce unexpected or unwelcome consequences into the practice of our assemblies. Anita Monro’s reflections on worshipping on occupied land, which follows Moore in this issue, point out how easily that reality can be occluded and even reinforced when assemblies do not regularly acknowledge the dissonance between God’s reign and our reality through practices of confession and lament. Burns’s responses, collected in one essay, appreciate, expand, and occasionally collegially contest the keynoters’ points, gesturing toward paths that might lead to liturgies that provide a fleeting glimpse of the justice lying at an assembly’s heart.


Three further contributions draw attention to the practical realities in need of justice. Annie Brophy sets The Uniting Church in Australia’s Uniting in Worship 2 in dialogue with other Uniting sources, with special attention to that Church’s Act2 Project, which seeks to map the UCA’s future in a changed cultural landscape. Brophy laments the absence of liturgy from the Act2 process, arguing that church’s next ‘act’ must include updating resources to ritualise it, especially in the matter of gender, acknowledgment of First Peoples, and the legacy of colonisation. Jason McFarland’s and Angela McCarthy’s presentations on conferences held in Assisi, Italy, advocating for a proposed ecumenical ‘feast of creation’ describe a shared struggle to develop common prayer and common language to address the injustice unveiled in the climate crisis. At the time of this writing, members of our academy are again in Assisi to continue the conversation.


This issue of the journal also includes some changes to the list of officers and editorial panel. At the conference, members approved new governing documents incorporating the academy, which is now governed by a committee whose members are listed near the inside cover. The journal continues to be guided by an editorial panel. Two of its members, Charles Sherlock and Howard Harris, have completed decades of service. (Charles remembers working with the first editor of the journal, Ray Hartley.) Joining the panel are Clare Schwantes and Adam Couchman. Clare completed her doctoral research on ‘A Liturgical Hermeneutic of Scripture’ at the University of Queensland, published last year as From Page to Proclamation: Interpreting Scripture in the Context of Liturgy (and reviewed in this issue). She now works as director of Liturgy Brisbane and chair of the National Liturgical Council. Adam completed his PhD at the University of Divinity, focusing on Jesus as a worshipper in the light of the creeds, and outlining a ‘theocentric’ definition of worship, to be published soon. He is now academic dean at St Francis College, an Anglican theological college of the Diocese of Southern Queensland and a member college of the University of Divinity.


Finally, I offer my thanks to Sharon Boyd, who has for many years served as the journal’s associate editor. That role is being taken up by my predecessor as editor, Angela McCarthy, to whom I also offer thanks.


The combination of a collegial gathering rich in challenging theological reflection along with the presence of emerging scholars—including the two new members of the editorial panel—has left me feeling encouraged. We liturgical scholars and practitioners are facing a changed and challenging world, described well by contributors to this volume. Nevertheless, we continue to bring critical energy to this work we share, a work perhaps we feel called to do. It seems there is life in us yet.





Liturgy and Justice: Why Is This Still a Question?


Gerard Moore
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Gerard Moore is the Principal and CEO of BBI, The Australian Institute of Theological Education. He has taught and published widely in the fields of liturgy and theology. His most recent publications include a pair of articles uncovering the origins and liturgical impact of the concepts of ‘noble simplicity and organic development’ (Australasian Catholic Record 2024).


Abstract




The presumed connection between liturgy and justice is troubled by the lex that undergirds the traditional formulation lex orandi, lex credendi. That lex is finally rooted in the ‘law’ of the Roman Empire and the concept of Romanitas. The presuppositions of the lex orandi, then, contain dimensions at odds with the transformation demanded by contemporary conceptions of justice, especially as applied to such problems as the climate crisis, the abuse of vulnerable persons, and the legacy of colonisation. The critical task of liturgical theology today is to unveil the tensions between the received lex and the demands of justice, which as yet it is ill-equipped to address.





Introduction


While there is a steady enough stream of literature on liturgy and justice, the issue itself presents as urgent. In response to the cries of the earth and the cries of the poor, it is worth asking whether liturgical theology itself is part of the problem behind this lack of movement. Are there aspects of our liturgical frameworks which render it inimical for justice to be a foundational principal of worship? My initial conclusion, stated here at the beginning, is that justice is in an ongoing tension with key liturgical concepts and practices, and our role is to live out and through these tensive moments. It may have been ever thus, yet that is no grounds for forsaking the desperation of the poor and the groaning of the earth or accepting unjust structures.1


This tension has added momentum in the current environment in Australia and much of the world. In no particular order: The ongoing institutional coverup of sexual abuse continues to affect church credibility. The environmental crisis calls out for us to reconsider every local action and to embrace a global solidarity. Violence against women and children is now understood as criminal in itself, rather than ‘domestic’. I hesitate to lump together in one sentence racism, sexism, bullying (online and physical), and religious nationalism, and only do so because they are a part of our present consciousness as a society. They also work under the cover of our worship.


The question is not an examination so much of ‘where did we go wrong’, but rather of bringing to the fore the tensions within liturgical theology and how we embrace them. This may mean that the paper strays occasionally into ecclesiology and other areas, however, the intention is to keep the focus liturgical.


Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi, Lex Vivendi


The importance of a living tradition has been carried by the renaissance of the theology around lex orandi, lex credendi.2 Invariably the attention has been on meanings associated with orandi, credendi, and more recently vivendi or agendi.3 Setting these aside, our focus is on the lex itself. My appreciation is that Western Christianity has accepted a lex as if of service to an ‘empire’: tradition as imperial foundation and justification. The intention is not to repick the bones of contention of the patristic turn to Constantine and all his pomps. Nor is it to judge imperial dynamics as essentially unjust and colonising, though they may well be. Rather it is to turn our attention to a mindset in which the way we use the past and apply it to the present is anchored in a presumed historical continuity and set of common axioms—the empire—to the exclusion and, in some cases, obliteration of other experiences or liturgical artefacts deemed less valid or useful to the imperial narrative. The contention is that the orandi, the credendi and the agendi are framed within the concept of ‘empire’.


It is salutary to recognise that many of the liturgical scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries lived within the realms of active long-standing empires: British, German, French, Dutch, Belgian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian. Liturgically and ecclesially it was a period of ultramontanism in Catholic circles and perhaps a tethered nationalism in the churches of the Reformation. The rise of communism was used as a tool to promote in the Catholic world an acceptance of fascism, which remained in the shadows after the end of World War II. Similarly, the Catholic bishops gathered at the Second Vatican Council were from within these political horizons, perhaps with the exception of the US episcopal representatives. The point here is to keep to the fore that the scholars of the liturgy, and the bishops and monasteries that supported them, had a degree of comfort with the sense of the church as empire, and read its liturgical sources from within that frame.


What are these imperial traits, a lex as Romanitas?4 There are several tendencies bound under the rubric of ‘the genius of the Roman rite’. These include the relationship to a particular location and culture: the city of Rome. With this is an identified golden age, wherein lie ‘the norms of the fathers’. As well, this ‘genius’ contains inbuilt judgements concerning alternative liturgical forms. Ultimately the construct of a Roman ‘genius’ reduces the scope of worthy liturgical expression to the rites of the denizens of Rome, along with those who appropriated them such as the Emperor of the Romans, Charlemagne (reigning monarch in Aachen 768–814), and those scholars who later define the ‘genius’.


In his ‘Law Code for the Saxon Territories’, Charlemagne settles for a seamless collusion between church and empire as he advanced his conquest of the Saxons:




From now on should anyone hidden among the Saxons as a non-baptized person wish to remain in concealment, who disdains to come to baptism and wishes to remain a pagan, let him be put to death.5





This is one approach to evangelisation but is significant here because of the imperial power behind it. It is also something of an intensification of pre-existing practices, such as the tree felling work of St Boniface (c 675–754), which is taken up summarily below.


For our purposes, it is not so much the actions of Boniface or Charlemagne that are at the centre, rather it is how they were retrieved selectively and received by more recent commentators. At the close of the nineteenth century, Edmund Bishop (1846–1917) identified what he saw as the ‘genius’ of the Roman rite of the Mass, describing it in several places across his influential essay ‘The Genius of the Roman Rite’.6 He marks the salient points of this ‘genius’ as follows:




But it is precisely in this simplicity, this practicality, this gravity, this absence of poetry, of that quality which we describe by the word ‘interesting’, and of what our friends call ‘sensuousness’, that lies the value and the importance of the native Roman rite for the history of public worship in western Europe.





Taking a more imperial stride in his argument, Bishop sees this ‘genius’ as foundational for the history of public worship in Europe.7 Our point here is not a close reading of Bishop but rather his championing of an imperial lex as Romanitas. What is important is that, in his scholarship, prayers and rites identified as of a certain style are valorised precisely because they are in a style well received in the imperial city as it transitioned into Latin-speaking Christianity. Further, the same genres and rites in liturgical expressions such as those of the Visigothic church are dismissed by Bishop because they are characterised as too florid and overwrought.


Without a hint of irony Bishop further claimed that these liturgical characteristics were not derived from Christianity or faith but were part of the fabric of Roman culture: ‘We must not separate in idea the Roman of pre-Christian days and the Roman under the Christian dispensation; at bottom in his instincts, in his powers, in his limitations, he is the same’.8 On a theological note, based in pagan experience, Bishop is of the view that the divinity is best praised through prayer marked by these Roman characteristics rather than those found in the more effusive Gallican and Spanish rites:




they [Gallican and Spanish books] not only proclaim themselves as the productions of a late, and sometimes barbarous age, but they evince a tone of mind, and are the product of a spirit alien to that which we have now become accustomed to regard as most befitting the Divine worship, tutored as we have so long been in the sobriety of Roman forms.9





Under the lex as Romanitas the Christian ritual imagination is inextricably linked into a pagan theology of worship and a cultural distaste for what is deemed ‘barbarian’ or other. There are racist and elitist elements at play here. A Roman imperial trope distinguished between the Romans and those others, the barbarians. Leaving aside the complexity of the politics and history of the Roman empire, this discrimination against what was seen as not-Roman intruded into the scholarship of Bishop and continues in scholarship to this day.


Three problems emerge from the position of Bishop and its application by later liturgical theologians. Firstly, there is no questioning of why the preferred model for reformed rites is the pre-Christian pagan Roman style. This appropriation of the pagan forms of Roman Latin is taken as a given, rather than explored as a mode of inculturation. Second, there is no admonition that the prayers should take their cue from the scriptures. While many of these prayers are deeply biblical, their modern promoters are more intent on identifying their foundations in a preferred ancient culture, a highly successful empire. Third, the remonstration that the Gallican liturgies were seen as too embellished and florid, and suffered by comparison with the more severe lines of the Roman rite, has not responded to the pastoral and theological question of how best these peoples of the Gallican world could worship the divine mystery. In our times the curmudgeonly acceptance of the Zairean rite of the Mass10 and the ongoing difficulty of the Roman Curia to understand the need for other cultural forms of the eucharistic celebration have implications for justice in terms of racism and cultural superiority, while ecclesially eschewing the opportunities for grace through uncovering the incarnational mystery inherent in culture and language.


To focus in on our question, the place for justice in a lex as empire, a lex Romanitas, is secondary to the importance of the ‘empire’ itself. It does not exclude justice,11 but is tempted to bypass it for what are considered as other benefits or goods. This is, of course, ‘empire’ at its ‘best’, an idealised form that creates a narrative and a history that washes out and normalises the effects of colonialism, elitism and violence as a means to imperial peace. Recall here that the liturgical scholars of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe were from a political context of empire and its posited benefits to countries and peoples under its domination. This remained a dominant national consciousness in the United Kingdom, France and other countries even in the aftermath of World War II, a war of imperial dimensions.
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