Celebration of the Sacraments
by Johan van Parys, Ph.D.

For more than 30 years we have organized an
annual gathering with our entire family. It started
just with my parents and siblings, then came the
spouses, followed by the grandchildren. Now we
also add boy- and girlfriends of the grandchildren.
I imagine that soon enough there will be greatgrandchildren.
We always go to same place and end up doing
mostly the same things. We refer to them as ‘our
family rituals.’ Some are small like the kind of coffee
we prefer to drink. Others are a bit more complex
like the succession of stops we make on the way to
the cabin or the selection of songs we sing while
seated around the camp fire. What we enjoy the
most is sitting around the dining room table while
enjoying a long dinner; looking at pictures that go
all the way back to the invention of photography;
and telling the stories of our families victories and
woes. Doing these same things year after year
cements our family together and has assured that
new-comers have been properly introduced to our
family.
In a similar way we get together with our faithfamily. We do it every Sunday and on special
occasions. And just like we do at home our faithfamily has developed its own rituals. In church,
like at home we look at pictures, we tell our stories,
we sing songs and we gather around the table. The
pictures we look at are displayed in the windows,
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inmurals and mosaics, on vestments and banners.
Our faith stories are told through the proclamation
of the Word, through the singing of hymns, during
the homily and even in the prayers spoken by the
priest. Though the table we gather at is an altartable and though the meal we partake in is a sacred
meal it is still reminiscent of our family table where
we tell stories and are nourish both in body, mind
and soul.
Having pointed out these similarities, there is of
course one fundamental difference in that when
we gather as a human family we look at human
pictures, tell human stories and sing human songs
no matter how we recognize God present in all of
them.When we gather as a faith community we
engage in the infinitely more profound story of how
God created us, and journeyed with us, and when we
had wondered off how God sent his only Son into the
world to bring us back through the mystery of his
life, death and resurrection.
Looking at this from a more theological perspective
we could say that when we get together to celebrate
the Eucharist we engage in a conscious and active
way both in the proclamation of our faith and in
the reception of our faith. There exists an ancient
axiom that is ascribed to St. Prosper of Aquitaine
(c.390-c.455) who was a disciple of Saint Augustine
of Hippo (354-430). In one of his many books he
wrote that the liturgical prayers are celebrated
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uniformly in every Catholic Church throughout the
world so “the law of praying might establish the law
of believing.”

faith is deepened and strengthened.
While affirming the importance of the liturgy as
a primary locus for faith formation, we also need
intentional catechesis to accompany this liturgical
formation so we may perfect and deepen our faith.
In this sense, liturgy and catechesis go hand in
hand. In the liturgy we express our faith and at the
same time our faith is impressed on us, while in
catechesis we delve deeper into the meaning of our
faith.

More than 1500 years later the Catechism of the
Catholic Church affirms this belief as it states in
paragraph 1224 that http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Lex_orandi,_lex_credendi - cite_note-0#cite_note0 “When the Church celebrates the sacraments,
she confesses the faith received from the apostles
- whence the ancient saying: lex orandi, lex credendi
(or: legem credendi lex statuat
supplicandi, according to Prosper
of Aquitaine (c.390-c.455). The
In the liturgy we exlaw of prayer is the law of faith:
the Church believes as she prays.
press our faith and at
Liturgy is a constitutive element of
the same time our faith
the holy and living Tradition.”

“

is impressed on us.

This dictum thus suggests two
things: on the one hand, much
of our theological insights were
celebrated in the liturgy much before they were
formulated into a doctrine while on the other hand
we celebrate our faith in the liturgy so we might be
affirmed in it and strengthened by it. Take, e.g. the
Marian dogmas of the Immaculate Conception and
the Assumption of Mary into Heaven. Both dogmas
of our faith were celebrated in different churches
throughout the Christian world centuries before
Pope Pius IX declared the Immaculate Conception
of Mary a dogma on December 8, 1854 and Pope
Pius XI declared the Assumption of Mary into
Heaven a dogma on November 1, 1950. It was in
the celebration of the liturgy that both theological
truths were discovered and eventually found their
fruition in the papal declarations of a dogma. Both
dogmas are a perfect example of how the liturgy
keeps forming our faith in the sense that through
the celebration of the liturgy the faith of the church
keeps re-fining itself while in the liturgy our personal

“

There are many aspects of our
faith, though rooted in Scripture
and celebrated and prayed for in
our liturgy, that need more explicit
explaining in a catechetical session.
That is why in the preparation for
the celebration of the sacraments
both the participation in the
liturgy as well as the participation
in catechesis are of the greatest

importance.
Our sacraments are stepping stones in our lives as
members of the Catholic family of faith. In order
to prepare for them we need to gather with our
faith community to be immersed in the sights and
sounds of our faith. However, it is also paramount
that as we continue our journey from sacrament to
sacrament we participate in catechesis so we may
continue to grow in the understanding of the faith
we celebrate. In the end, both the celebration of
our faith in the liturgy and the explanation of our
faith in catechesis are intended to change us in a
profound way so we may be strengthened to live as
a committed Catholic Christian on the world. Thus
Christian liturgy, Christian learning and Christian
life are integrally connected and foundational to
worthy and effective celebration of the sacraments.

For Reflection
• Describe a time when a liturgical experience uncovered something for you about God, the Church,

or your own spiritual life.
• What are some ways your parish could be more intentional about doing liturgical catechesis?
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