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Liturgy magazine) 
 
      A wonderful celebration of Mass happens when we clear the obstacles 
away that prevent good liturgy. 
      1st obstacle - Absence. Not only physical absence of course, but also 
emotional distance. Sometimes we are just not prepared. We did not pray 
over the readings ahead of time. We may be distracted by care and anxiety. 
     With need the proper mindset, and it takes discipline and effort to gain 
that contemplative presence that makes good liturgy possible.  
If we do not work at praying the Mass, singing the songs, preparing ahead of 
time, and fully engaging with God’s Word when we arrive….it will be boring. 
      Imagine that it is Grandma's 90th birthday party.  Fifty or more people: 
children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren, are gathered together.  The 
cake is brought out, and the candles are blazing.  Someone begins: "Happy 
birthday to you..."  And...nothing. Silence. A few people tentatively join in and 
the teenagers look embarrassed and nudge each other, rolling their eyes.  The 
kids keep playing on their smartphones; the men turn down the sound on the 
football game, but they continue to watch the screen. What an insult to 
Grandma! 
      Just that kind of flatness does happen at the Sunday liturgy, when there are 
too many who are not fully there, absent - not physically, but in other ways.  
      It is true that there is room for everybody in the Catholic Church.  But if 
too many people are hiding behind the church pillars, whether real or 
imagined pillars, or saying private prayers when it’s ‘family prayer time’, 
then who is left to make common prayer? 
 
      Here are some other obstacles that lead to absences among the people who 
are present for Sunday Mass.  These obstacles block full, conscious, and active 
participation by everyone. 
 
2 – The Architecture- The sanctuary becomes a kind of stage; the priest and 
other ministers are actors on it; and the rest of the assembly, instead of 
realizing themselves as principal actors in the rite, become an audience that is 
passive and not responsible for what is taking place.  The larger and more 
cavernous the physical setting, the more difficult it is to overcome the message 
of the building.  People in the pews get the sense that they are there passively 
to listen and receive, but not to act and give. “Private person syndrome” – a 
serious obstacle to healthy worship. ‘Spectator worship’ rather than common 
prayer – reinforcing cultural individualism. 



 
3 - The environment for worship - the worship space needs to be friendly to 
mystery and awe.  The atmosphere in a church encourages our sense of the 
sacred.  Real flowers and plants, vestments that are natural and noble in the 
material that is used, incense and sprinkled holy water, candles, sacred vessels 
and attractive furnishings, - all work together in beauty and art to capture 
something of the very mystery of the incarnation.  
 
4 - Distractions- it is difficult, but possible, to turn off our inner humming.  
The children around us can be restless - but less restless if the adults are 
participating intently. 
 
5 – The Ministers- If the ministers are not quite so talented, their temptation 
may be to discourage people from joining the common action, by visibly and 
audibly just going through the motions, or appearing unprepared. "Am I, as a 
reader, personally convinced of the power of God's Word as I proclaim it? If I 
am, am I projecting my belief in my words?”  
     Sometimes lack of technique can get in the way.  As lectors and gospel 
readers, we need to be concerned about our distance from the microphone, 
careful articulation, the speed of the spoken word, our vocal inflection, and 
reading in a manner that is interpretive rather than drawing attention to 
itself. The larger the church space, the slower we should speak! 
      Finally, ministers need to be fully participating when they are not ‘doing’ 
ministry. Ministers are ‘on view’ and in the public eye. The people of God are 
watching us!   
 
Peace, Fr. Bruce 
 


