
John Paul II in an address to American Bishops in 1998 said: 

The sharing of all the baptized in the one priesthood of Jesus Christ is the 
key to understanding the Council's call for "full, conscious and active 
participation" in the liturgy (SC, 14).  

Full participation certainly means that every member of the community has 
a part to play in the liturgy; and in this respect a great deal has been 
achieved in parishes and communities across your land. But full 
participation does not mean that everyone does everything, since this 
would lead to a clericalizing of the laity and a laicizing of the priesthood; 
and this was not what the Council had in mind… 

Active participation certainly means that, in gesture, word, song and 
service, all the members of the community take part in an act of worship, 
which is anything but inert or passive. Yet active participation does not 
preclude the active passivity of silence, stillness and listening: indeed, it 
demands it. Worshippers are not passive, for instance, when listening to 
the readings or the homily, or following the prayers of the celebrant, and 
the chants and music of the liturgy. These are experiences of silence and 
stillness, but they are in their own way profoundly active. In a culture which 
neither favors nor fosters meditative quiet, the art of interior listening is 
learned only with difficulty. Here we see how the liturgy, though it must 
always be properly inculturated, must also be counter-cultural.  

Conscious participation calls for the entire community to be properly 
instructed in the mysteries of the liturgy, lest the experience of worship 
degenerate into a form of ritualism. But it does not mean a constant attempt 
within the liturgy itself to make the implicit explicit, since this often leads to 
a verbosity and informality which are alien to the Roman Rite and end by 
trivializing the act of worship. Nor does it mean the suppression of all 
subconscious experience, which is vital in a liturgy which thrives on 
symbols that speak to the subconscious just as they speak to the 
conscious. The use of the vernacular has certainly opened up the treasures 
of the liturgy to all who take part, but this does not mean that the Latin 
language, and especially the chants which are so superbly adapted to the 
genius of the Roman Rite, should be wholly abandoned. If subconscious 
experience is ignored in worship, an affective and devotional vacuum is 
created and the liturgy can become not only too verbal but also too 
cerebral. 


