God, liturgy, and humor

When we were planning the May Crowning, I wanted the crown to go on the image of Mary we see all through the year in our sanctuary. Obviously this was going to present a challenge, since our Madonna is fixed to the wall and towers so high. Our custodian, Bob MacMillan, created rigging that made it possible to pull the crown up and set it in place (with some sail-like maneuvering). When we tested it, I remarked that even if the act of crowning were a little troublesome, it is OK that lighter moments occur in solemn situations.

One element of humor is exaggeration, and good liturgy includes many examples of exaggeration. While gloomy adults may recoil from the shower of holy water the priest scatters on the people at the beginning of Sunday Mass, children look for it and smile. I remember an important monastic liturgy when the monk/acolyte upset the balance of a censer by pulling the wrong chain to open it; the round, hot charcoals fell out and began rolling down the center aisle as if to escape their fate. The acolyte ran after them. Such things are hard to ignore without a smile.     

Are you familiar with the famous Spanish Cathedral of Santiago Campostela? On the annual feast of Saint James, thousands come to pray and party. One of the features of the liturgy is an automobile-sized censer suspended from the cathedral ceiling. At the appropriate time, adult acolytes pour incense on its brazier, draw it back like a swing, and let it go. It repeatedly sweeps over the heads of the worshipers, from the sanctuary to the nave and back, filling the cathedral with smoke and incense. What is more entertaining is that to stop the swinging, two or more acolytes grab it by huge handles and swing around in a circle to bring it to rest.

Over the centuries, Catholic liturgy became minimalist; the bare, legal essentials were more important than letting the symbols speak. Baptism became a few drops of water on an infant’s head, confirmation was an oil print of the bishop’s thumb, and tiny particles became a bigger concern than a eucharist that appeared as bread. The sacramental signs lost their meaning and vitality.

It is a moving—and light-hearted event—to see an adult baptized by pouring or total immersion. The cleansing, drowning, refreshing and dangerous aspects of water show fully what baptism is about—not magic, but death and life, fear and joy, despair and resurrection. 

Romano Guardini, one of the most important liturgical scholars of the twentieth century, wrote that in liturgy we must learn not to be continually yearning to accomplish something useful. In liturgy we “waste time,” we “play in liberty and beauty and holy joy before God.”

The living God can never be under our control. Only idols can be controlled. That is why the unexpected, the uncontrolled, the liturgical surprise, the full use of symbols, or an amusing moment can mediate an experience of God to us within the liturgy.
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