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INTRODUCTION 
 
Liturgy has always been an essential part of the life and doctrine of the Church, and the Church 

herself expresses this through the notion Lex orandi, lex credendi, which can be translated as: 

The law of prayer is the law of belief. The liturgy is the concrete expression of the belief of the 

Church. Through the act of worship, doctrinal belief is expressed in an active and personal way, 

engaging all the faithful in dialogue with God through the personal relationship with Jesus, as 

well as through being gathered in the one and same Body of Christ. Hence the liturgy is both 

practical or action-based and charged with explicit theological values. This makes liturgical 

actions important both for church as such and for the individual member of the ecclesial corpus.  

 

Since the Second Vatican Council’s documents were published and new guidelines given, the 

Catholic Church has gone through great changes in many areas, not at least within the area of 

the liturgical rites. The consequences have been a long and conflict-ridden discussion where 

diverging meanings and opinions concerning the question of rite, liturgical attitude, sense and 

purpose have been debated. Since liturgy in many ways belongs to ‘all’, every member of the 

Church will have both the right to, and often feel the need to engage in these questions. It has 

turned out to be quite a mine field where Christians may easily hurt each other. This is not 

surprising taking into account the personal aspect of the public liturgical life. However, even 

though there are many conflicting voices in this debate, these are not necessarily rooted in a 

deeper understanding of liturgical life. From a pastoral point of view, it seems useful and 

important to be able to give an account of the underlying principles of the liturgy, and at the 

same time seek to develop a vocabulary which may enable a different, fresh perspective on the 

subject. 

 

To help us elaborate this perspective we will turn to John Macmurray, a Scottish philosopher 

who through an action-based philosophical approach draws an alternative picture of human 

existence and purpose of living. As he enters his philosophical project by taking the primacy of 

the practical over the theoretical, he describes the human being first and foremost as an agent 

interacting with other agents and the world. The purpose of human existence is friendship, and 

this principle of friendship becomes the key to his philosophy of the Personal. Macmurray also 

elaborates an idea of God, being an universal Other to whom all agents stand in relation. Such a 

philosophical project communicates well with the understanding of the liturgy as both sides are 

rooted in the practical; it gives primacy to action, is focused on agency, discusses acts in terms of 
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intention and places friendship at the centre of human existence. It is then a natural choice in 

this work to combine Macmurray with the liturgical theme. 

 

This work will examine the foundation of the liturgical celebration and how we may understand 

the liturgical celebration. We begin by studying relevant key points of Macmurray’s philosophy. 

We will then compare these philosophical viewpoints with classic Christian teaching on liturgy 

and its role for human existence. This will lead us to a reflection on the deeper understanding of 

the liturgy in terms of personal actions, ending with a brief concluding comment on the benefits 

we may obtain by a combination of Macmurray’s view and the liturgical life of the Church. 
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PART 1: CENTRAL ASPECTS OF JOHN MACMURRAY’S PHILOSOPHY 
 
 
1.1 Introduction to Macmurray 

The Scottish philosopher John Macmurray gave two series of the Gifford Lectures in the spring of 

1953 and 1954 which had the overall title ‘The Form of the Personal.’1 These lectures resulted in 

two publications, The Self as Agent (SAA) (1957) and Persons in Relation (PR) (1961). In these 

works Macmurray sum up a lifelong search for a philosophy which aimed to grasp the reality in 

which we live better that other modern philosophical projects seem to have proved.  His first 

publication came in 1932, and the epoch is marked by a rapidly growing philosophical 

development, such as existentialism (i.e. Kierkegaard, Nietzsche), phenomenology (i.e. Husserl, 

Heidegger), behaviourist philosophy (i.e. Gilbert Ryle and his critique of Cartesian dualism) and 

language philosophy (i.e. Wittgenstein). There were also major developments within psychology 

(i.e. Eric Fromm, with his theory that care, responsibility, respect and knowledge were key words 

for relationships with others2) which Macmurray found useful for his philosophical programme3 

and Macmurray himself has influenced the development of certain fields of psychology, i.e. 

psychologies of self-actualisation.4

 

  

Macmurray believed ideas to have practical effect, and sought for a philosophy that involved 

practical consequences. Such a programme was at odds with the general mood of philosophy at 

the time5. His search for a logical form of the reality in which humanity lives was far from logical 

positivism or from philosophy of language. Nevertheless, he continued his work, and concluded 

at the end of the Gifford lectures that he had presented a philosophy which had abandoned 

dogmatism in order to become a Natural Theology in a new and wider sense.6

                                                           
1 McIntosh, Ester, John Macmurray’s Religious Philosophy, What it means to be a Person, Farnham, Ashgate, 
2011, p.5 

 Even though 

Macmurray’s work is located outside the dominant philosophical movements of the post-war 

years, he can be seen as a representative of Personalism, a movement that became influential, 

2 Fromm, Eric, The Art of Loving, 1956 
3 Macmurray often drew on psychology to exemplify his ideas, see e.g. the example of the teacher and the 
psychologically disturbed student, Persons in Relation (PR), p. 29-30 
4 Conford, Philip, The Personal World, John Macmurray on self and society, Floris Books, 1996, p.17. One 
example is John Scotter, who wrote his work Images of Man in Psychological Research (1980), where he 
examined psychology’s philosophical foundations based on the work of Macmurray. 
5 Conford, Philip, The Personal World, p.18 
6 PR p.224 
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especially in France.7 Macmurray’s work has been widely used by theologians like Zizioulas8 and 

Torrance9

 

, giving them philosophical support in their understanding of the person as both acting 

and relational.  

As his work is deeply rooted in a Christian world view, one might wonder whether Macmurray’s 

philosophy is bound to a Christian world view, or if he deduces his philosophy from Christianity. 

In any case, he seems like a borderline case, and he can probably be read both ways. A. R. C. 

Duncan states that Macmurray does not present a philosophy of religion; his theory is rather a 

‘religious philosophy’10

 

 where religion is an integral part of the philosophical approach. It may 

here be pointed out that Macmurray seems to avoid any confusion between religion and 

philosophy, and even though Macmurray himself is a religious person, he separates sharply his 

personal faith from his philosophical work. This leads, as we will see, to some interesting 

limitations of his work. 

Even though Macmurray’s ideas did not get much response in his own time, his work has 

gradually achieved much greater academic recognition, and his name has been largely known 

through the former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Tony Blair, who sees Macmurray as a 

critical voice that is able to raise relevant questions with regard to the relationship between 

individual and society in the 21st century: ‘His work is more accessible, better written and above 

all far more relevant than most of what I and many others studied as hallowed texts at 

university. [...] I also find him immensely modern’.11 His popularity is also growing in North 

America where his work attracts interest in various disciplines,12 such as philosophy, sociology, 

politics, psychology and theology. David A. S. Fergusson describes him as a thinker ‘whose work 

is suggestive of a variety of insights which can usefully be appropriated by thinkers in other 

different fields’.13

 

  

                                                           
7 There are strong parallels between the work of Macmurray and the works of Emmanuel Mounier, a leading 
figure of the Personalist movement in France, see e.g. Personalism, University of Notre Dame Press (1979) and 
Be not afraid: Studies in Personalist Sociology, Harper (1954) 
8 E.g. Zizioulas, J. D., ”Human Capacity and Human Incapacity”, Scottish Journal of Theology, Vol.28, chapter III, 
p. 408 
9 E.g. Torrance, Alan J., Persons in Communion 
10 Duncan, A.R.C., On the Nature of Persons, p. 118-119 
11 Quoted in Conford, Philip, The Personal World, p.9 
12 Fergusson, David A. S., John Macmurray in a Nutshell, The Handsel Press, 1992, p. 21 
13 Fergusson, D., John Macmurray in a Nutshell, p. 21 
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With growing attention to Macmurray’s work, critical voices also grow stronger. Macmurray calls 

his own work ‘a pioneering venture’.14 The “web of thoughts” that he presents leaves much 

space between each thread, and this makes it easy for those with a critical view of his work to 

find gaps that at the best need to be filled, or where the lack of explanation may give room for 

interpretations that seem contradictory to Macmurray’s own statements. Louis Roy is an 

example of those voices which criticise Macmurray for being too categorical, excluding the 

scientific approach at the cost of a personal approach15. Other voices express criticisms with 

more prudence, like Adam Hood, as he simply sees a need to nuance and elaborate the 

connection between science and the relational16. It will in any case take effort for the reader to 

enter into Macmurray’s shift of focus, moving from the impersonal to the personal, and from a 

thought-based approach to an action-orientated approach. This involves a shift in the use of 

structural terms as they inevitably will change their meaning, and Macmurray himself states: ‘we 

are then looking at the same things from a new perspective, not at different things from the 

same perspective’.17 It also needs to be added that even if we agree with his philosophical 

approach, we still find ourselves formed by the philosophical heritage as we know it: ‘The 

influence of the old assumptions is pervasive and unformulated. It is not possible, even if it were 

desirable, to empty one's mind completely and start afresh in a condition of intellectual 

innocence’.18

 

 One cannot start afresh, but the freshness we discover in Macmurray’s work also 

brings interesting thoughts to our time, and also to our theme, the liturgy, to which we will turn 

in the next section, trying to discover new perspectives on the liturgical celebration within the 

Church.  

 

1.2 Macmurray’s criticism of modern philosophy 

Macmurray’s point of departure is a severe criticism of the individualist philosophy born with 

Descartes and continued by other philosophers like Locke, Hume and Kant. Even though 

Macmurray has sympathy for these thinkers, he criticises their very foundation of a Cartesian 

approach and points out how modern philosophy is marked by an existential dualism that 

conflicts with a holistic understanding of the human being as person. He also criticises the 

                                                           
14 Macmurray, John, Self as Agent (SAA) p.13 
15 See for example his article 'Interpersonal Knowledge According to John Macmurray, Modern Theology 5:4, 
July 1989, p. 349-365. Here Roy takes Macmurray's understanding of the necessity of the personal to the 
extreme, criticising him for having a deterministic view of science (p.361) 
16 Hood, Adam J. J., The Ground and Nature of Religious Belief [...],Thesis, Trinity 1999, St. John's College, 
Oxford University, p. 78. Henceforth Hood. 
17 PR p. 18 
18 SAA 14 
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modern philosophical development for excluding religion from human activity, which in turn 

leads towards a radical individualism. 

 

Macmurray claims that the modern philosophy that has evolved since Descartes draws the 

human being out of the reality in which we live. Macmurray claims that agency is fundamental 

and superior to thinking, and Adam J.J. Hood summons up Macmurray’s critique, stating: 

‘Thinking is only concerned with changing ideas. Acting is concerned with changing the external 

world’.19 Macmurray sees modern philosophy in two stages; the first period centred on the 

question of the dualism between the form and the material, and how the world (of substantial 

objects) can be rationally determined. The second period has an organic approach: ‘Its key-

concept is not substance, but organism, and its problem is the form of the organic’.20 Through a 

dialectical approach the organism develops through the tension of opposites, a constant process 

of growth leading to a concept of self-determining development.21 But while this approach may 

be adequate for biological science, it fails to grasp the form of the personal; and against both 

directions of modern philosophy, Macmurray declares: ‘The Self is neither a substance nor an 

organism, but a person’.22

 

 Macmurray sees in the modern approaches a dualism that threatens 

the integrity of the human being as personal, and he considers his time to have been brought to 

a cultural crisis where the question of the personal cannot be solved in a satisfying way.  

Macmurray elaborates a philosophy which, as A. J. Torrance formulates it, ‘search[es] to 

recognise the primacy of the practical over the theoretical, of the participatory over the 

speculative or cognitive’.23

                                                           
19 Hood, p. 18 

 Macmurray elaborates a shift in the definition of the Self, from being 

an observing individual dividing existence into subject/object, towards an individual that is 

inscribed in the world by action and through relation. Thus, Macmurray’s philosophy displaces 

the Cartesian dualism with polarity. Thereby, Macmurray avoids solipsism. He defines the Self 

first and foremost as Agent, where the world (with other persons and objects) exists, not 

through observation and distance, but through a primary experience of interaction and relation 

with the world. This phenomenological approach to reality creates a personalist space in which a 

Christian world-view can easily fit. But we shall already remind ourselves of Macmurray’s 

philosophical limitations: Macmurray is dealing with philosophical principles, not religious beliefs 

as such.  

20 SAA p.33 
21 SAA p.34 
22 SAA p.37 
23 Torrance, Alan J., Persons in Communion, p.13 (footnote) 
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1.3 A personal relationship 

Macmurray points to two aspects that indicate a crisis of the personal in the postmodern age. 

One sign is the decline of religion that makes the human being an isolated individual, seeing 

itself as starting-point rather than God, the world or the community: ‘The self is an individual in 

isolation, an ego or ‘I’, never a ‘thou’’.24 We find in this criticism a parallel to Martin Buber who 

emphasised the connection between ‘I’ and ‘you’.25 Defining the Self as a thinker leads to a 

sharp division between subject and object. When thinking becomes the essence of the human 

being, as Descartes claims, all other activities must be excluded from the essence of human 

existence; it is the thinking that constitutes the existence.26 Starting from a primacy of thought, 

modern philosophy creates a sharp division between the individual and its surroundings. The ‘I’ 

is an observer, standing outside of the world, and seeing the world with all its elements as 

object. This view leads to alienation between the Self and its surroundings, making the 

understanding of the world fragmented and incohesive. Macmurray demonstrates the 

consequences of modern thinking by pointing out how this philosophy itself is able to ask the 

question: ‘How does the Self know that other selves exist?’27 Such fundamental doubt, lacking 

the relational dimension necessary for the human being to exist, will in turn lead to an 

individualistic and egocentric world view, and he concludes: ‘Any philosophy which takes its 

stand on the primacy of thought, which defines the Self as the Thinker, is committed formally to 

an extreme logical individualism. It is necessarily egocentric’.28

 

  

Another indication of a crisis of the personal is the apotheosis of the state where the individual 

becomes a non-significant part of the big machinery of the public society which lacks a personal 

approach to the individual. Macmurray sees in this a clear indication of how the individual is 

unable or unwilling to take on personal responsibility.29 This politically centred search for 

salvation ‘involves the subordination of the personal aspect of human life to its functional 

aspect’.30

 

  

Thus, Macmurray is opposed to a Marxist or dictatorial society where personal responsibility is 

minimised, and to a society of extreme individualism. Both kinds are monadic in the sense that 

                                                           
24 SAA p. 31.  
25 Buber, Martin, I and Thou, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1958 
26 SAA p. 80 
27 SAA p. 31 
28 SAA p. 71 
29 SAA p. 29 
30 SAA p. 29 
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they remain introverted units, neither emphasising the communitarian dimension of human 

fellowship nor encouraging personal interaction. In opposition to this, Macmurray claims that 

the form of the individual can only be thought of through the mutuality of personal 

relationship.31

 

 We may already here keep in mind the parallel to the celebrating community of 

the Church. Its community life is neither individualistic nor a uniform, non-personal structure 

which the individual has to fit into. It is a body in which each member plays its role. We will 

examine this bodily structure in more detail in the second chapter. 

Macmurray claims that a system that is neither fully capable of including and building on the 

relational in human existence nor of seeing action as an imperative part of philosophical, 

existential thinking, has failed in its task of giving an adequate philosophical account of our 

existence, and also makes it impossible to formulate the religious problem: ‘The idea of ‘God’ is 

the idea of the universal ‘Thou’ to which all particular persons stand in personal relation.32 

Macmurray's critique points towards a fundamental lack of coherence in the modern 

philosophical system, and he finds himself forced to search for a new philosophical 

interpretation of the relation between theory and action, between the Self and others, between 

the self and the world. Macmurray seeks to establish a new ground based on the human being 

as an acting person, living in relation with others and the world. The purpose of his work is ‘to 

construct and to illustrate in application the form of the personal’.33

 

  We will now look at the 

most important parts of Macmurray’s philosophy, paying particular attention those parts that 

are relevant for our liturgical quest.   

 

1.4 Primacy of action over theory 

In his search for the form of the personal, Macmurray questions many aspects that thus far have 

been left unchallenged. One of his central questions is whether we should have a theoretical or 

practical approach to human existence. Is it the act of thinking that defines me as a human 

being, or is it action? Descartes is known for the slogan Cogito ergo sum, and Macmurray points 

out the contradiction of the very statement through a logical argument that focuses on the 

effect of thinking versus the effect of an act. According to Descartes, ‘my activity of thinking is 

what constitutes my existence. Now this is a contradiction in terms. Action is practical, and 

                                                           
31 PR p. 38 
32 SAA p. 72 
33 SAA p. 13 
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thinking denotes an activity which is not practical but purely theoretical’34. Now, something that 

is purely theoretical is outside this world. It does not exist (from Latin existere/exsistere "to step 

out, stand forth, emerge, appear; exist, be)35, it has no causal effect in the world. The pure 

activity of thinking is of a theoretical nature. ‘If it is an activity, it is an activity which is without 

effect in the realm of existence’.36

If then I must distinguish between action and thought, between the practical and the 
theoretical –as in some sense I must; and if I wish to use an existential language to mark 
the distinction, I must identify my existence with action; and my thinking with non-
existence. I must say not Cogito ergo sum, but Cogito ergo non-sum.

 This sharp division between practical and theoretical leads 

Macmurray to conclude:  

37

 
 

Macmurray proposes then, a shift from a primacy of the theoretical to a primacy of the practical, 

and this becomes the starting point from where Macmurray develops a new philosophical 

horizon. ‘We should substitute the ‘I do’ for the ‘I think’ as our starting-point and centre of 

reference; and do our thinking from the standpoint of action’.38 He insists on action as the only 

real way of becoming part of our existence: ‘We know existence by participating in existence. 

This participation is action’.39 This, however, does not mean that Macmurray is aiming for a 

purely practical philosophy,40 but in his search to understand how the human being is 

constituted he sees action as primary and the fulfilment of human existence. It is ‘a full concrete 

activity of the self in which all our capacities are employed; while thought is constituted by the 

exclusion of some of our powers and a withdrawal into an activity which is less concrete and less 

complete’.41 In acting, the agent will obtain an immediate experience which is qualitatively 

different from reflective experience, because reflective experience will build upon the 

immediate experience, not the other way around. Immediate experience is then the primary 

source of all reflection, and logically, Macmurray concludes that the immediate experience is 

prior to all reflection.42

 

 In this view, thought will try to determine what the person, the agent, 

has encountered in action. 

                                                           
34 SAA p. 80 
35 Online Etymology Dictionary, http://www.etymonline.com 
36 SAA p. 80 
37 SAA p. 81 
38 SAA p. 84 
39 PR p. 17 
40 SAA p. 85 
41 SAA p. 86 
42 SAA p. 89-90 
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The human being can thus be seen through two fundamental concepts, Self-as-agent and Self-

as-subject, which co-exist in one and same world. ‘Since the world is correlate of the Self, the 

world in which the Self, as agent, acts, is the same world which as subject, it knows’.43 

Macmurray points to this tension that occurs between agent and subject by looking back on 

history. In ancient Greece philosophers posed the question ‘What should we do?’ Today we are 

more tempted to ask: ‘What can we know?’ Macmurray concludes that this latter question is 

incomplete in itself, and to complete the question, we have to ask: ‘How can we know what we 

should do?’44 This is especially relevant for philosophy where the main activity is to formulate 

thoughts: ‘The crux of the matter comes, for philosophy, in the attempt to determine, in this 

form, the Self and its activities, and centrally, its activities as thinker’.45

 

 We should point out that 

Macmurray is not excluding subjectivity as such, it is rather a change of the centre of gravity.  

Macmurray defines thinking as the opposite pole of acting, it is the negative counterpart, 

inferior to acting, but necessary in order to produce an intended act at all. We shall notice this 

synthesis of intention and action later on when Macmurray elaborates the relation between 

intention and action, seeing intention as an intrinsic part of all action.  

Formed by a philosophy firmly rooted in the cognitive tradition, we may be tempted to ask how 

one can know that the Self is agent. Macmurray’s answer to this is both extremely logical, and 

not without a sense of humour: ‘If, when acting, we did not know that we were acting we would 

not be acting’.46

• The Self is agent and exists only as agent 

 Macmurray sums up his thoughts as he presents his philosophical view of the 

Self as Agent in four points:  

• The Self is subject but cannot exist as subject. It can be subject only because it is agent 

• The Self is subject in and for the Self as agent 

• The Self can be agent only by being also subject 

By changing the centre of gravity from thought to action, Macmurray finds a way of synthesising 

the Self as Agent and as Subject. Acting is defined as positive, the movement that inscribes us 

into this world, the ground of our existence. The logical form of the personal is one ‘in which a 

positive contains and is constituted by its own negative’. In this way Macmurray gives a solution 

to the question of subject-object duality that arises in Cartesian philosophy. By defining the form 

of the personal in terms of a combination of positive (action) and negative (reflection), we see 

                                                           
43 SAA p. 90 
44 SAA p. 24 
45 SAA p. 32-33 
46 SAA p. 90 
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how Macmurray creates a philosophy built upon polarity rather than dualism. This is important 

for philosophical thinking, and legitimates the (negative) activity of both reflection and 

philosophy, tied as it then becomes to action and relation. 

 

Macmurray’s demand that one must act in order to become part of the world may seem 

superficial, and we may ask if Macmurray is working on the ‘surface’ of existence rather than in 

its depth. Is our ground of existence our capacity of acting? This can be questioned from a 

Christian point of view. A classic Christian teaching will say that every human being exists 

because God holds us in being.47 We may further point to contemplation of God as an activity 

highly valued in Christian faith.48 However, the classic Christian Church has always been 

committed to acting, both on a liturgical level and through acts of charity. But it is even more 

important to point out that Macmurray is not working within the area of faith; he remains 

faithful to his philosophical approach. The inner life of faith does not belong to philosophically 

rooted thinking. Thus, one cannot expect to find argumentation that goes beyond philosophical 

logic, even though Macmurray on a personal level was committed to the Christian faith.49

 

  

1.5 Friendship as the fulfilment of the personal 

From the very beginning of human life, the person enters into a tactile, intimate relation with 

the person who has its care. Macmurray uses the mother-child relation to show how from the 

very beginning we are relational beings, depending on interaction with our parents in order to 

grow and develop. Growing into an adult, responsible person evolves from and is dependent on 

this initial relation, and this, says Macmurray, is also what shapes the form of the personal: ‘The 

personal is constituted by personal relatedness. The unit of the personal is not the ‘I’ but the 

‘You and I’’.50 Martin Buber expressed similar thoughts in his work I and Thou, where he 

affirmed: ‘The I of the primary word I-Thou makes its appearance as person and becomes 

conscious of itself as subjectivity’.51 Through a movement of withdrawal and return, the child is 

confronted with ‘the germinal forms of love and fear’.52

                                                           
47 Hebr. 1,3 , cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologicae I, Q 104, art. 2 

 The movement develops self-awareness 

as it realises the distance between the mother and itself, and it further leads to self-

consciousness as the child gradually sees itself as an agent capable of satisfying its own needs. 

48 See Sacrosanctum Concilium(SC) §2, the Church being ‘eager to act and yet intent on contemplation’. Cf. 
Aquinas , Summa Theologicae II-II, Q. 182, Art. 1-4 
49 The Gifford Lectures homepage, biography of John Macmurray,  2nd paragraph, 
http://www.giffordlectures.org/Author.asp?AuthorID=116 
50 PR p.61 
51 Buber, Martin, I and Thou, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1958, p. 62 
52 PR p.62 

http://www.giffordlectures.org/Author.asp?AuthorID=116�
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This in turn leads to a development of personal identity in the infant.53 It is in the moment of 

withdrawal of the mother that the child begins to develop self will and skills needed ‘to do for 

himself what has up to that time been done for him by the mother’.54 The withdrawal and return 

between the mother and child thus becomes a necessary dynamic for personal development. 

From the earliest mother-child relation, the human being will experience that relation is not 

merely dependent on me, but also on you.55 This involves a lack of control over the existence. If 

overtaken by fear the child will act motivated by fear, and thereby follow an egocentric pattern 

where action is motivated by defence. If trust is established, action will be motivated by love, 

and a self-giving mutual attitude will mark the relationship56. To grow as a human being is to 

alternate between the two modes, trying to gain and regain trust within the relation, and 

thereby become ever deeper rooted in the capacity of living in loving relation to others. In this 

way the human being grows into maturity. The relation to the other is then the key to define to 

what extent a person develops as a human being: The quality of a person is thus a quality of 

personal relations.57

 

  

Macmurray states that humans are shaped to thrive in fellowship, and the grounds for this is laid 

in the parental relationship. Adam J. J. Hood is critical of the direct connection between the 

parent-child relation and an adult relationship, and affirms that this is not fully explained in 

Macmurray’s theory. ‘The most that can be said is that the relation of parent to child may 

anticipate the full development of fellowship as found in an adult relationship of mutual love,’58

What Macmurray does show is that the great value which the Christian faith places on 
fellowship has roots in some of the earliest experiences of human life, for the aspiration 
to fellowship may be thought of as arising from and the development of the tacit 

 

and he rightly modifies Macmurray’s conclusions on this point. The parent-child relationship is 

not a proof of the necessity of fellowship for human development since the parent-child relation 

is based on the child’s (egocentric) needs rather than a mutual, mature relation between adults. 

However, Hood does agree that Macmurray emphasises how human fellowship is rooted in the 

earliest experiences of human life, and how this can be the principle for later development into 

an adult, mature person. Hood concludes:    

                                                           
53 PR p.94-95 
54 PR p.88 
55 PR p.70 
56 PR p.101 
57 PR p.95 
58 Hood, p. 43 
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childhood memory of the happiness associated with the experience of a loving and 
trusting relationship.59

 
 

Based on the understanding of the human being as relational, Macmurray elaborates his 

understanding of society. Macmurray notes that any human society is a unity of persons. From 

an individual point of view, this is not merely a matter of fact,60 because a relation of agents can 

in the end only be a matter of intention.61 The basis is ‘the universal and necessary intention to 

maintain the personal relation which makes the human individual a person, and his life a 

common life’.62 This common life is bound by personal relations and fellowship can only be 

sustained by the personal relations of its members,63 each member maintaining the fellowship 

through intention.64

 

 Thus Macmurray names this form of relation ‘community’ in opposition to 

‘society’ which he describes as bonds that are negative or impersonal. But the notions 

‘community’ and ‘society’ do not exclude each other. They coexist, not as a duality, but in 

polarity where community is the positive aspect constituted and affirmed by its negative, 

society. 

Community is a fellowship that finds its origin and model in the family, the basis and the original 

community on which any community is structured.65  In opposition to a non-personal society, 

which implies egocentrism, community is what Macmurray calls ‘heterocentric’. The centre of 

interest and attention is the other, not oneself. Each person will care for the other, and not for 

themselves, in a mutual relation. This self-giving mutual attitude of a loving relationship within a 

community may look like a form of communitarianism, but Esther McIntosh points out that 

Macmurray’s approach should not be called communitarianism since he operates with a notion 

of a universal community, and since he avoids emphasising the good of the group at the expense 

of the individual.66

                                                           
59 Hood, p. 43 

 It is rather a mutual attention of the other lived out in a community that 

exceeds all limitations; it is universal. Macmurray explains this by referring to the human being 

as an agent that can only be fulfilled within the fellowship of agents living in community.  This 

community will in the end have to include the whole of humanity, as human relations will 

include every person that exists, no matter how far or how culturally different they may be. The 

60 PR p.127 
61 PR p.148 
62 PR p.128 
63 PR p.157-158 
64 PR p.128 
65 PR p.155 
66 Esther McIntosh, ‘The Concept of the Person and the Future of Virtue Theory: Macmurray and MacIntyre’, 
Quodlibet Journal, Volume 3 Number 4, Fall 2001 
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human community, then, is ultimately universal, and cannot be less. The human community 

consist of two aspects, the active, practical communication, and the withdrawn, reflective 

aspect. Macmurray explains how these two aspects are interconnected through the image of 

polarity:   

To know another person we must be in communication with him, and communication is 
a two-way process. To be in communication is to have something in common. 
Knowledge of other people is simply the negative or reflective aspect of our personal 
relations with them.67

 
 

But how can one see humanity in a universal perspective and still claim that one should have 

knowledge of others? The human being is limited, and so also is the capacity of interhuman 

knowledge. Through the universal understanding of community we here also come close to 

Macmurray’s definition of religion which we will now study. 

 

 

1.6 Religion as reflective activity 

 Macmurray states that ‘the relationship between persons constitutes their individual 

personality, and this mutuality of the personal is the basic fact of religion’.68 Macmurray points 

out how human beings are interdependent from birth to burial in a thousand different ways. 

This remains a fact, no matter how human beings manage to live out this fundamental truth 

through intention in their lives. ‘The structure of human experience, dependent as it is for its 

very existence upon the mutual relations of persons, is religious in its texture’.69 Religious 

reflection is a reflective activity that aims at knowledge of the personal Other,70 and it 

‘universalises its problem through the idea of a universal Person to whom all particular agents 

stand in an identical relation. This is the idea of God, and religious knowledge is rightly described 

as the knowledge of God’.71

                                                           
67 PR p.169 

 Religion, says Macmurray, has two aspects, the ritual, which he 

considers to be aesthetical, and the doctrinal which by its nature is scientific: ‘Of the two 

aspects, the aesthetic is the positive and primary, since it is valuational and refers to the 

intention of action; the scientific is secondary and negative, since the means presupposes the 

68 Macmurray, J., Reason and Emotion, Faber & Faber Limited, 1972 (1935), p. 223 
69 Macmurray, J., The Structure of Religious Experience, London, Faber 1936, p.32 
70 PR p. 168; see also Macmurray, The Structure of Religious Experience, p. 34 
71 PR p.169 
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end’.72 Together, both aspects complement one another and together they ‘refer to the unity of 

action which constitutes reality’.73

 

 

Macmurray’s definition of religion is both surprising and unorthodox, and it bypasses most other 

traditional definitions of religion as it gives religious faith a functional content rather than the 

personified God announced in traditional Christian doctrine. But in Macmurray’s philosophical 

programme, this is neither necessary nor desirable. What he wants to emphasise is the 

universality of religion, and that true religion, no matter which form it takes, is practical and 

heterocentric in the sense that as far as it is concerned with oneself, it is for the sake of other.74 

In other words, true religion is altruistic. It is concerned with the problem of overcoming fear 

and with developing personal integrity for the Self and for all human beings.75 It seeks to 

discover the distinction between reality and unreality in the relation of persons.76 Real religion 

lies, then, in the depth of one’s being. It is essentially a development of the personality itself, 

and all personal experience is open to a religious interpretation. Macmurray’s contemporary, 

Martin Buber, formulates these thoughts in similar words: ‘A person cannot approach the divine 

by reaching beyond the human. To become human is what this individual person has been 

created for’.77 This realisation of the personal is deeply rooted in a reality that arises through 

lived fellowship: ‘The relationship between persons constitutes their individual personality, and 

this mutuality of the personal is the basic fact of religion. It is what is expressed by religion in the 

statement that ‘God is Love’’.78

 

  

In Macmurray’s religious approach we find an ascending movement, starting from agents living 

in relationships and moving towards a universal principle that unites the whole of humanity in 

the fellowship of one community. His notion of God is strictly connected to the understanding of 

Self as Agent, where primacy is laid on the practical, not the theoretical, God being the ultimate 

Agent to whom every human being stands in relation.79

                                                           
72 PR p.174 

 However, the ascending movement is 

fulfilled not in an elevated and transcendental way, but in the very interrelations between 

agents as meeting with other agents, they give themselves in heterocentric actions. One may ask 

how the notion of the descending principle in meeting God, grace, may be understood in this 

73 PR p.174 
74 PR p.171 
75 PR p. 172 
76 PR p.172 
77 Buber, Martin, Hasidism and Modern Man, Harper & Row, New York, 1958, p.42-43 
78 Macmurray, J., Reason and Emotion, p.222-223 
79 PR p.179 
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context. St Thomas states that the human being is dependent on God in order to act, since God 

is the first mover of all things.80 But grace goes beyond this dependence on God as first mover. 

The grace given us is God offering us his friendship, and offering himself in his friendship. The 

natural human response is gratitude and thanksgiving. The ultimate proof of this friendship is 

the self-offering friendship revealed in Christ.  This revelation becomes both a gift and an 

example to follow.81 This form of heterocentricity becomes our ministry received from God. It 

should be noted here that this ministry is not a simple service, a duty to fulfil, and this is one of 

the central aspects of Macmurray’s thought: it is above all to live in the same friendship that 

Jesus shared with humanity, and thereby realise both in intention and action the fulfilment of 

human life. It is through this form of giving that we may also receive, and in this way, we may 

find in Macmurray’s philosophy a descending dimension which comes close to the Christian 

notion of Grace. In the essay ‘Ye are my Friends’, Macmurray concludes by saying: ‘The 

uniqueness of Christ’s gospel is that it makes friendship the heart of life, the absolute to which 

all else is relative’.82 And this is where the Kingdom of God is to be found. Macmurray does not 

hesitate to mention Jesus as the supreme example of a person living out this concept of religion, 

and Esther McIntosh points out this unique approach in Macmurray’s work:  ‘While it may not be 

particularly unusual for religion to emphasise friendship, in Macmurray’s opinion, it is Jesus 

alone who makes friendship the empirical essence of life, rather than an ideal’.83 The teaching of 

Christ includes the whole of humanity in one, universal community, and his teaching during his 

three years of ministry is the expression of an embodied vision. In his person, theory and 

practice is completely unified: ‘It is the fusion of insight and action that makes the life of Jesus 

the religious life par excellence’.84

 

  

The universal world view of Macmurray also concerns the world itself. He insists on seeing the 

world as one action: ‘To think the world in practical terms is ultimately to think the unity of the 

world as one action, and therefore as informed by a unifying intention’.85

                                                           
80 Aquinas, Summa Theologicae, I-II Q. 110, Art. 1 

 This unifying intention 

is a practical, universal character, rooted in the heterocentric perspective which is in itself 

another word for universal love, thus for God. To conceive the world is then to conceive it as the 

act of God, where we as human being are ourselves agents. We interact with God through our 

own actions, knowing that our actions are limited and our intention is to be conformed to God’s 

81 See John 15,13: ’Greater love has no man than this…’ and John 20,21: ’As the Father has sent me…’ 
82 Macmurray, J., ’Ye are my Friends’, Creative Society, Christian Movement Press, 1935, p. 88 
83 McIntosh, Ester, John Macmurray’s Religious Philosophy, p.183 
84 Macmurray, J., ‘Ye are my Friends’, p. 88 
85 SAA p.221 
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intention.86 ‘We shall act as though our own actions were our contributions to the one inclusive 

action which is the history of the world’.87

 

 This shaping of intention directed towards God takes 

place within the celebrating community, and we will now study the role of the community life 

and its celebration. 

 

1.7 The celebrating community 

Religious reflection as a reflective activity will need to find an expression within the fellowship of 

agents. According to Macmurray, all agencies implicitly assume the unity of that universe which 

human beings experience.88 Primary knowledge, as we have pointed out, is found in action. This 

seemingly rules out the possibility of an immediate experience of a transcendent God. ‘Given 

that we can only experience this world, then the existence of another world can never be 

established by experience, though we can imagine that it exists’.89 This has important 

consequences for Macmurray’s view on theological epistemology and his idea of ‘God’. This God 

is not to be experienced in some other sphere than our material world; on the contrary, the 

experience of God arises ‘from some wholly mundane dimension of the experience of the 

material environment’.90 Set alongside classic Christian beliefs, this will inevitably pose 

questions. How may God be experienced without the transcendent reality in which we believe 

God exists? It can be argued though, that this approach, starting from the world as we 

experience it and thence deducing the existence of God, has been done before. We see this, for 

example, in the beginning of the Summa Theologicae by Thomas Aquinas, as he commences the 

five proofs of God’s existence solely by observing the living world around us.91

 

   

However, Aquinas also concludes that natural theology is not sufficient for the human being in 

order to enter into relationship with God; humanity is also in need of Revelation, through 

Christ’s saving work, through the written word of God, and through the sacraments.92

                                                           
86 PR p.222 

 In a 

Christian world view, the agent interacts not only with the material world, but also within a 

spiritual, immaterial dimension that discloses itself to human beings. If one is asked how this 

interaction is realised, it seems difficult to find support in Macmurray’s view. In Macmurray’s 

87 SAA p.221 
88 Macmurray, John, Interpreting the Universe, p.27 
89 Ibid. p.26 
90 Ibid. p.27 
91 Aquinas, Summa Theologicae, I Q. 2, Art. 3 
92 Ibid, III Q 61, art 1-2. 
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defence, it can be argued that a supernatural, religious revealed world coexisting with the 

material world does not belong to his philosophical project, which should be kept separate or at 

least not be mixed with a strictly religious approach. However, such arguing will miss a central 

point that Macmurray is emphasising: The transcendent God is an intrinsic part of personal 

experience: ‘A personal conception alone is fully theistic and fully religious’.93 The agent is both 

immanent in his existence, but at the same his reality is a continual self-transcendence. God, 

being the ultimate ‘Other’, and being an infinite Agent, is both fully immanent and transcendent, 

and this is manifested in his being and acting as agent. To celebrate the community is thus the 

celebration of the unifying Agent, whose action unifies the action of every member of the 

community.94

 

  

The necessity of this celebration springs out of both positive and negative motives. Positively, 

the core of celebration is the community rejoicing in their fellowship.95 Negatively, there is the 

importance of a creative effort to maintain common life within the community. The main task of 

religious reflection is thus to restore or preserve the mutual intentionality of the relationship.96 

In this perspective, Macmurray argues that rituals play a most important role. Through its ritual 

activities the feeling of fellowship is both strengthened and initiated. By symbolic actions which 

are the primary expressions of reflective mutuality, the community is drawn into interaction.97 

Macmurray sees in symbolic actions an expression of the community celebrating its 

consciousness of itself as a fellowship.98 They reinforce the mutual intention of living the 

community life, and through action (which always involve thinking), the members of the 

community will be shaped at the level of the intentional aspect of the person, strengthening the 

self-giving attitude for the persons of the community. Religion is concerned with transforming 

the motives which determine the actions of human beings for creating and maintaining a way of 

life.99

 

 We may conclude that through both the positive and the negative aspects, the community 

derives its identity from the ritual celebration. The celebrating community shapes the intention 

of the individual as it moves each person towards an attitude of self-giving. Macmurray calls this 

a heterocentric orientation, and it is the core of all religious life.  

                                                           
93 SAA p.223 
94 PR p.164 
95 Macmurray, J., Religion, Art and Science, Liverpool University Press, 1961, p. 57 
96 Macmurray, J., The Structure of Religious Experience, p. 48 
97 Macmurray, J., Religion, Art and Science, p. 55-56 
98 Ibid., p. 57 
99 Ibid., p. 71 
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1.8 A question of meaning 

With the shift from thought to action, Macmurray states that it is not knowledge that satisfies 

the mind,100 it is to live in relation with others, as an existing part of an existing world. At the 

moment when knowledge becomes an end in itself and loses reference to practical reflection 

oriented towards action, it becomes phantastic, incapable of either truth or falsity .101 All 

theoretical activity requires a reference to action to give it meaning. Macmurray concludes by 

stating: ‘Thought presupposes knowledge, and knowledge presupposes action and exists only in 

action.102

 

  

Action on its side is meaningful in so far as it takes place in relation with others. All persons are 

interdependent on one another (individual independence is an illusion), and it is only in relation 

to others that we exist as persons.103 This is also what establishes the basis for personal 

freedom, and it becomes problematic because of our dependence on others. This is where 

heterocentricity finds its place. It is only by knowledge of one another that we may also know 

ourselves, and Macmurray states that knowledge of one another conditions all our activities, 

both reflective and practical. This knowledge, which also implies knowledge of ourselves, can 

only be achieved ‘through a mutual self-revelation; and this is possible only when we love one 

another’.104 Each person will enter into relation both to others and to oneself through openness 

and mutual trust. This fundamental understanding of the person explains the necessity of self-

giving in order to live fully. The alternative is fear, which will only lead to self-defence and hiding 

from others. Thus, the agent who seeks in a concrete, practical way to establish loving relation 

to others may thereby come to live meaningfully. In searching for love, and in breaking the 

barriers of fear, each person will grow in relation to others and to themselves. This movement 

from theoretical to practical, and from individual to relational is what Macmurray summarises as 

he states: ‘All meaningful knowledge is for the sake of action, and all meaningful action for the 

sake of friendship’.105

 

 

As we turn towards Christian teaching on the liturgical life, we will discover how Macmurray’s 

philosophy communicates with and gives new perspectives to the classic Christian 

understanding of human anthropology. Christian doctrine states that the human being exists for 
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the purpose of relational life. This relational life is rooted in and finds its summit in the relation 

to God, who is the source of all things. Thomas Aquinas describes this union as the ‘final and 

perfect happiness’ that any human person can obtain.106 God himself draws the human being 

towards friendship both to God and to all persons through charity107

 

. And it is this intimate 

relation which Jesus expresses as he calls his disciples friends, and no longer servants (John 

15,15). The liturgy is both expression and mediator of this friendship, and we will now study 

various aspects of this form of action. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
106 Aquinas, Summa Theologicae I-II Q.3 Art.8 
107 Aquinas, Summa Theologicae II-II Q.23 Art.1 
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PART 2: THE LITURGY IN THE CHURCH WITH REFERENCE TO MACMURRAY’S APPROACH 
 
2.1 Leitourgia 

Macmurray turns from theoretical to practical, and from individual to relational. The person is an 

agent, defined by his actions rather than by his capacity of observing and thinking. The shape of 

the personal is given not in isolation, but through interacting fellowship in community with 

others. We will now compare this fundamental approach in Macmurray’s theory with the liturgy, 

and see how far this anthropological approach corresponds to the Church’s understanding of the 

celebrating community. 

 

We may start by examining what is meant by ‘Liturgy’ via the etymology of the word. The Greek 

word Leitourgia consist of two parts, λειτός which means ‘pertaining to the people’, and έργον, 

meaning “work”108. From the beginning, the expression referred to “public duty”, and was used 

in the old Athens to describe the public duty performed by the citizens. The Greek translation of 

the Old Testament, Septuagint, used the word to describe the function of the priests performing 

the ritual service of the temple. As it entered into the Christian vocabulary it finally came to 

signify the public official service of the Church109

 

, as the priestly service was performed by the 

high Priest of the New Law, Christ himself (Hebrews 8,6). 

“Liturgy” as public service being celebrated in the Church consists of a whole complex of 

different aspects. The Oxford English Dictionary describes it as ‘public worship conducted in 

accordance with a prescribed form’.110 The notion covers a wide range of elements: the 

sacraments, the rites, the liturgical books, ceremonies and readings, but also the participation of 

the assembly by songs, prayers, movements and gestures. This shows how liturgy is to be 

understood not in a static, passive or theoretical sense, but as actions performed through active 

and dynamic celebration that carries within it human as well as spiritual action. In that sense one 

may say that only performed liturgy exists, what can be described as the liturgical event. In a 

Catholic context “liturgy” refers to the Mass, the Liturgy of the Hours, the administration of the 

other sacraments and other official liturgical services celebrated by the Church.111

                                                           
108 J. H. Miller, D. W. Krouse and G.Austin (edd). , New Catholic Encyclopedia, Second ed., vol. 8, 2003, p. 727 

 In this 

dissertation we shall be focusing on the Catholic understanding of the liturgy, but with some 

reference to the Eastern, Orthodox tradition. 

109 Ibid. 
110 The Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford University Press, 1971, sub verbo 
111 See the sections of SC, ch 3: ’The Most Sacred Mystery of the Eucharist’ (47-58), ’The Other Sacraments and 
the Sacramentals’ (59-82), ’The Divine Office’ (83-101) 
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Through this short etymological search for the notion of ‘liturgy’ we may point out two 

fundamental aspects: liturgy is an action, performed within the fellowship of the community. We 

will here need to ask ourselves what kind of action the Church is referring to here, and how it is 

performed by the fellowship.  

 

 

2.2 The external and the internal aspects of the liturgical action 

Liturgy is a language of words and actions which takes place in real life. It is not an escape from 

ordinary life, as if it should be a withdrawal from reality. On the contrary, we bring our lived life 

with us into the liturgy, not shutting it out, but bringing it before God, exposed just the way it is. 

And we return from the liturgy reenergised to the world, having shed light over our true selves, 

and having been filled with God’s grace. The liturgy, being a dispenser of grace,112 is primarily a 

practical performance, not a theoretical idea. The Church teaches that this is required by the 

nature of human being. Human society is dependent on external, concrete bonds of action both 

in order to be social, and in order to manifest the mystical Body of Christ, which the Church 

herself is .113 But the Encyclical letter Mediator Dei underlines that the visible, external 

celebration is also part of God’s plan so that ‘while recognising God in visible form we may 

through Him be wrapt to the love of things invisible’.114

 

 The external aspect of the liturgy is 

deeply rooted in the nature of Revelation itself. Christ did not manifest himself in a purely 

spiritual, intangible way, but is the fulfilling of a long history between God and Israel as he is 

conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of a virgin. John formulates this in his concise way as he 

states: ‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1,14). The incarnation thus becomes 

the sign of God embracing and involving his creation in his plan, as he himself fully takes part in 

the human condition.  

The Church is from the beginning constituted by a sacramental reality, and we can identify three 

key events. First of all, we find in St John’s Gospel the description of the crucified Christ being 

pierced in his side, and from the wound flows blood and water. In his instructions to the 

catechumens, John Chrysostom describes the Church as being born from Christ’s side, seeing the 

water and blood as an image of both baptism and the Eucharist, and with it the birth of the 

Church: ‘It was from his side then, that Christ formed the Church, as from the side of Adam he 

                                                           
112 CCC §1115 
113 MD §24 
114 MD §24, quotation from the Roman Missal, preface for Christmas 



 

26 

formed Eve’.115

 

 Further, we see how the disciples, according to St John’s Gospel are given the 

Holy Spirit by the breath of Christ, and with it the right to forgive or withhold sins which is 

understood by the Catholic Chuch to institute the rite of confession. Finally, we see how the 

Spirit fills the disciples in the Pentecost event and gives them the ability to reach out to people 

of all languages (Acts 2,1-4). All these three key events are moments of the birth of the Church, 

and from the beginning the sacramental reality shapes the community by the Holy Spirit, and it 

always involves acts and matter which link the spiritual reality and the material world. It is 

enough to mention the apostles laying hands on those who are baptized or who enter into the 

ministry (Acts 6,6; 8,17; 19,6 etc.), or the Eucharistic celebration which is mentioned already in 

the earliest letters to the first communities (Acts 2,42, 1 Cor 5,7; 11, 23-26, Hebrews 10). Thus 

when we turn to the liturgical celebration, the external aspect becomes evident. In order to 

celebrate the sacraments, which are one of the main functions of the liturgical life, there simply 

has to be an external activity. If not, no sacramental actions or effects would be realised at all, 

nor would there be any worshiping act which is part of the very core of the existence of 

humanity.  

Macmurray’s language may help us to see the necessity of the external aspect more clearly. 

What we may experience as human beings is fundamentally and primarily based on action, since 

action is the manifestation of all agency. The human being is tied to physical, worldly 

experiences, and cannot enter into relation either with other persons or the world as such if 

there is no practical interaction. Thus, any attempt at uprooting the sacramental and worshiping 

dimension from the sphere of concrete action is to reject the primary contact point to the 

spiritual, divine dimension in human life. When we look more closely at some Catholic teaching 

on the liturgy, there seems to be a divergence from Macmurray. For even though the external 

dimension is imperative in liturgical celebration, it is intrinsically connected to a crucial interior 

dimension. Mediator Dei stresses the connection between the exterior and the interior element: 

‘The sacred liturgy itself requires these two elements to be closely combined and repeatedly 

insists upon it whenever it enjoins some external act of divine worship’.116 The liturgy can never 

be seen merely as an outward worship or a catalogue of rules and regulations,117 because the 

true worship of God can only take place in the heart of each person.118

                                                           
115 Chrysostom, John, Instruction to Catechumens Cat 3:13-16, The Divine Office Vol. II, from The Office of 
Readings, Second reading for Good Friday, p.298 

 Thomas Aquinas 

116 MD §24 
117 MD §27 
118 See Aquinas, Summa Theologicae II-II Q.85 Art.3 where he refers to the good of man as a threefold good 
that can be offered to God; the soul’s good which is the ‘inward sacrifice by devotion, prayer and other like 
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underlines this when he describes the New Law in Christ as a law first and foremost inwardly 

implanted, namely the Holy Spirit who is given to us.119

The worship rendered to God by the Church is necessarily an exterior worship, but it is a 
worship in spirit and truth, in which what matters above all is the interior movement of 
souls and the divine grace operating in them.

 Jacques and Raïssa Maritain affirm that 

this law, which can be called a law of interiorisation, implies not only moral values, but also 

worship itself:  

120

 
  

The Second Vatican Council’s constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium  underlines the importance of 

the faithful being internally attuned to the external celebration  and encourages the faithful to 

participate in liturgical actions ‘with proper dispositions, that their minds should be attuned to 

their voices, and that they should cooperate with divine grace lest they receive it in vain’.121 If 

we turn to the Church Fathers, we will find here too the interior dimension of the faith 

accentuated. John Cassian concluded that the final goal of any human being is eternal life with 

God. But being bound to our earthly pilgrimage, the faithful will have to aim for a goal that 

corresponds to the present condition, and this goal is purity of heart.122

 

  These statements can of 

course be traced back to Jesus and his announcements that ‘the time shall come when ‘the true 

worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth’ (John 4,23 cf. Mt 5,8). This attitude of 

inner contemplation of the external actions carries within it a movement, from the external 

celebration, to an inner contemplation of what the signs of celebration signify, which in its turn 

leads to a meditation on the spiritual realm which lies beyond the immediate sphere of 

experience. Turning to Macmurray’s philosophical approach, we can see how in fact the liturgy 

from his perspective is an act implying the concrete actions necessary to express the worship, 

but also an inner intention that conditions the external actions. The focus is not on a protecting 

self marked by defence, fear and selfishness, but on giving of oneself, on seeking love and 

oneness with others, with the world and ultimately, or shall we say inherently, with God. We will 

return to Macmurray’s statements of intention, but first it is necessary to examine what is meant 

by the liturgical act. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
interior acts’; the body’s good ‘offered to God in martyrdom and abstinence or continency’; and the good of 
eternal things, offering our possessions in ritual celebration or in almsgiving. See also Romans 12, where St Paul 
exhorts the faithful to be ‘a living sacrifice’, which is a ‘spiritual worship’.  
119 Aquinas, Summa Theologicae I-II Q.107 Art.1-3 
120 Maritain, Jacques & Raïssa, Liturgy and Contemplation, Geoffrey Chapman 1960, p. 14-15 
121 SC § 11 
122 John Cassian, The Conferences, Paulist Press, New York, 1997, The first Conference of Abba Moses: On the 
Goal and the End of the Monk, IV.4 
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2.3 The educative aspect of liturgy 

In chapter one, we have seen how Macmurray sees the family situation as the origin of all inter-

relational development. In the mother-child relation the child is assured of the trustful bonds 

but also challenged to grow in a deeper understanding of what this trust really is. In this 

educative process, marked by withdrawal and return, the contrast between love and fear is 

revealed. How might Macmurray’s approach to personal development correspond to the 

formation process taking place in the Church? Evidently, the community of believers do not 

regress to a formation of the kind we have just seen, as an infantile relation to parents. 

However, the liturgy consists of a formation programme where personal growth has a privileged 

place. After all, one of the main goals of the liturgical celebration is to grow as a human being, 

both individually and in relation to others, and ultimately to grow in holiness.123

 

 This requires 

that each person take responsibility for their own life, be willing to give to others (self-sacrifice), 

and grow in trust and love. The liturgical celebration consists of acts where we are invited to 

actively participate, and to trust the promises that the liturgy offers. It is an existential place 

where we may rejoice and give praise to God, but it is also a moment when we are confronted 

with fears, with despair and sorrows, and are given the possibility of bringing this before God 

openly within the fellowship of believers.  

The external aspect of the liturgical event should also be mentioned here. Liturgical actions are 

physical: we use our bodies. We sit, stand, kneel, we cross ourselves, we sing and we share signs 

of peace. We express with our bodies what cannot necessarily always be expressed otherwise, 

and the liturgical celebration also allows for participation where the whole of the human being is 

engaged, by listening, seeing, smelling, tasting, and feeling. 

 

As we find ourselves in a situation where, through practical, external movements, we may 

experience an inner transformation; we could call the liturgy a place of choice grounded in 

grace. Just as Macmurray describes the parental relations as marked by withdrawal and return, 

so the liturgical life reveals this in an inverted way, as it is the individual who may experience a 

movement of closeness or distance in the relation to God. The liturgy has the inherent capacity 

of drawing each person and the community as a whole towards renewed intimacy with God. It is 

a constant formation which always goes beyond our measures of love and trust, and therefore 

always capable of offering something more. The liturgy is therefore surely an educative ‘school’ 

                                                           
123 SC §7, 10 
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which enables every person to grow to what humanity is meant for: friendship with God and 

with each other.  

 

We discover here important parallels between the fundamental experience of growth in 

Macmurray’s approach and the liturgical acts, shaping the faithful through a language and 

through a movement which has deep educative consequences for the community and for the 

individual, and we shall return to this aspect in part three of this work.  

 

 

2.4 Liturgical act as core of all action 

According to Sacrosanctum Concilium (SC), it is through the liturgy that the work of our 

redemption is accomplished.124 Through the liturgical acts, God’s grace is poured forth upon us, 

‘and the sanctification of men in Christ and the glorification of God, to which all other activities 

of the Church are directed as toward their end, is achieved in the most efficacious possible 

way’.125 Thus, humanity is directed and subordinated to the divine, the visible to the invisible, 

action to contemplation and we are directed from this world to the eschatological reality 

revealed in Christ.126 We see here the double movement of the liturgical act; the ascending 

aspect of the worshipping (glorification of God) and the descending aspect of grace given us 

(sanctification of humanity). The constitution expresses this by stating that the liturgy is ‘the 

summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time it is the font from 

which all her power flows’.127

 

 We shall return to this theme later. For now, we shall see how this 

doctrinal teaching of liturgy as the most important act of the Church can be elaborated from 

Macmurray’s perspective. 

As we have seen, Macmurray sees ritual as the positive aspect of religious reflection, doctrine 

being the scientific and thus the negative. In terms of action, religious reflection is realised 

through symbolic celebration within community. ‘But how’, asks Macmurray, ‘can a universal 

mutuality of intentional and active relationship be represented symbolically? Only through the 

idea of a personal Other who stands in the same mutual relation to every member of the 

community’.128

                                                           
124 SC § 2 

 As symbolic activity expressing the relation to the Other in a reflective way, 

rituals are inferior and in service of real relationships to other agents, but both aspects of 

125 SC § 10 
126 SC § 2 
127 SC § 10 
128 PR p.164  
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religious reflection, ritual and doctrine, ‘refers to the unity of action which constitutes reality’,129 

and ‘in their togetherness they symbolize the unity of Truth and Goodness’.130 Liturgy as 

symbolic activity is then a personal language addressed to God and its absolute intention the 

realization of a universal community.131

 

 It is within the concept of a universal community that 

Macmurray finds the identity of God, and the liturgical celebration is what both builds and 

preserves this community. This approach to the identity of God is in tension with the Christian 

understanding of both the identity of and the liturgical language addressed to God. In 

Macmurray’s approach, the fellowship of persons as the source from which every person, 

individually and in fellowship, is a human being, in a way defines God. The Christian tradition, 

rooted in the Jewish tradition, has always found the idea of God revealed by God himself. Before 

we can speak, we are given the language we may use. This language is to be found among the 

prophets of the Old Testament, the Psalms, and in the self-revealing description of God, like the 

one we find in Exodus where the Lord pronounces about himself: ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God 

merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness’ (Exodus 

34,6). 

However, we could agree that through a new approach, Macmurray here expresses central 

evangelical truths. In the New Testament we see how the celebrating community gathers to 

strengthen the community and the faith, to correct what needs to be corrected, and to 

strengthen the ability to open up to the other in daily life. This celebration can be true or false, 

depending on whether what is celebrated is lived out in real life. To take an example; a 

fellowship that is not capable of showing charity and solidarity with the poor will lack the signs 

of a true community, and their celebration will be equally false.132

to mobilize and strengthen the positive elements in the motivation of its members, to 
overcome the negative motives where they exist, to prevent the outbreak of enmity and 
strife, to dominate the fear of the Other and subordinate the centrifugal to the 
centripetal tendencies in the community.

 But liturgy as religious 

function may also achieve what it is meant to. In Macmurray’s words that is: 

133
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132 See 1 Cor, 11,20  cf. James, 2,1-9 
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2.5 The agent of the liturgy 

The question of who is acting in the liturgical celebration is complex, and involves various levels 

of agency. First of all, our attention is drawn to each person participating in the liturgical action. 

In Christian doctrine there is a fundamental understanding of the human being as naturally 

orientated towards God. Created in the image of God, human beings are made for living in 

intimacy with their creator.134 Alexander Schmemann, an Orthodox priest and writer formulates 

this classic understanding of humanity with great clarity in his work For the Life of the World.135 

Schmemann poses fundamental questions in order to understand what the Christian, eternal life 

really is: ‘What life is both motivation, and the beginning and the goal of Christian mission?’136 

This question is the basis of all human activity, and without finding an answer to this all our 

activities will have no purpose: ‘At some ultimate point, within some ultimate analysis, we 

inescapably discover that in and by itself action has no meaning’.137 The meaning of life for 

human beings lies in God who created them. ‘Man is a hungry being. But he is hungry for 

God’.138

He stands in the centre of the world and unifies it in his act of blessing God, of both 
receiving the world from God and offering it to God and by filling the world with this 
Eucharist, he transforms his life, the one that he receives from the world, into life in God, 
into communion with Him’.

 This hunger finds its fulfilment in the activity and state of mind that the human being is 

made for. Man might be classified as homo sapiens (the rational man), or as homo faber (man 

the creator), but, says Schmemann, he is first of all homo adorans, the worshiping man. 

Humanity finds its origin and summit of living as a worshiping being, and does always stretch for 

unity, even though it may fail to orient this inner, deep yearning. Through worship, the human 

race realises itself, and Schmemann claims that the human being is fundamentally a priest: 

139

The human being, created in the image of God, has a natural orientation towards a relation to 

God, as humanity is brought into existence by God’s speech and action in the first place. This is a 

fundamental condition which Macmurray does not include in his philosophical approach. He 

thus takes human existence for granted, while Christian doctrine is based upon a belief of 

humanity created by and for God.

 

140

                                                           
134 As Augustine formulates it in his Confessions, Book 1, Chapter 1: ’Thou hast made us for thyself and restless 
is our heart until it comes to rest in thee.’ 

 The rupture caused by sin entering the world distorts 

community life, and the human condition is not radically changed until salvation is brought forth 

135 Schmemann, Alexander, For the Life of the World, Sacraments and Orthodoxy, St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 
1982 (1973), henceforth: Schmemann 
136 Schmemann, p.12 
137 Schmemann, p.13 
138 Schmemann, p.14 
139 Schmemann, p.15 
140 Genesis 1,26-27 
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through revelation in Christ. In Christian doctrine, the priestly function has been fulfilled and 

brought to perfection through God’s Son, Jesus Christ, who becomes the high priest both saving 

and representing the whole of humanity (Hebr 7,26-27). The work of salvation is an everlasting 

act, and the liturgical celebration is a re-presentation and a realisation of this one, perpetual 

act.141 In this sense, Jesus Christ is the ultimate agent in whom humanity is united with the 

Father. Being true God and true man, his acts become divine acts in human form, and his human 

love becomes the human embodiment of the redeeming love of God. E. Schillebeeckx deepens 

this perspective by stating: ‘Precisely because these human deeds of Jesus are divine deeds, 

personal acts of the Son of God, divine acts in visible human form, they possess of their nature a 

divine saving power, and consequently they bring salvation’142. In some sense the action of 

Christ performed on earth is perpetuated in the liturgy, and Christ continues to be the ‘actor’ 

through the liturgy. This Catholic belief is expressed by J. Ratzinger as he describes the divine 

agency as the gravity point of all action: ‘The real “action” in the liturgy in which we are all 

supposed to participate is the action of God himself. [...] God himself acts and does what is 

essential’.143

 

 

The Christ centric perspective of Jesus as Saviour and divine agent finds its completion in the 

doctrine of the Church as the community constituted by Christ, understood as Christ’s mystical 

Body. John Zizioulas introduces an interesting perspective on the understanding of the relation 

between Christ and his Church. When approaching the identity of Christ, Zizioulas emphasises 

the idea of Christ’s ‘corporate identity’,144 in which one will have to understand Jesus defined by 

communion with others.145 This argument is, on the one hand, rooted in the fact that it is 

through the Holy Spirit that Christ becomes who he is, the anointed one.146

                                                           
141 SC § 7 

 One may then 

conclude that the Spirit gives us Christ since being anointed signifies having been filled with the 

Holy Spirit. But it is equally correct to say that Christ is the one who gives us the Spirit (e.g. John 

14,27: ‘The Father sends the Spirit in Christ’s name’). The identity of Christ is thus inseparable 

from the divine Trinity, and it is incorporated in the people of God being the mystical Body of 

Christ.  Christ being the mediator between the Trinitarian God and the Church, we find an image 

of agency firmly connected to community. The expression ‘The Body of Christ’ occurs several 

142 Schillebeeckx, E., OP, Christ the Sacrament, Sheed & Ward, London/New York, 1963, p.14 
143 Ratzinger, J. (Pope Benedict XVI), The Spirit of the Liturgy, Ignatius Press, San Francisco, 2000, p.173 
144 Cf. Eph 5,30 
145 McPartlan, Paul, The Eucharist makes the Church, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1993, p.166 
146 Ibid., p.167 
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times in St Paul’s letters.147 This ecclesiology was used actively in the first document of the 

Second Vatican Council Sacrosanctum Concilium,148 and filled the whole first chapter of its 

second constitution, Lumen Gentium. However, the theme has already been used by Pope Pius 

XII in his encyclical Mystici Corporis, where the community aspect is accentuated as he states: ‘In 

the Church the individual members do not live for themselves alone, but also help their fellows, 

and all work in mutual collaboration for the common comfort and for the more perfect building 

up of the whole Body’.149 In this way, Pius XII shows how all members of the Church should give 

way to others,150 while all are subordinate to Christ the head. We then find that the theological 

development of the 20th century presents a long tradition rooted in the vocabulary used by the 

Church fathers, as for example by John Chrysostom who expresses this communitarian 

understanding of the Church in one of his homilies: ‘You are my citizens, my fathers, my 

brothers, my children, my limbs, my body, my light, and yes, dearer than light. For what does 

light give me compared with the love that you give?’151 The fellowship of the Church is the Body 

of Christ. Thus, when the Church prays, it prays in the name of Jesus, and this, says Benedict XVI, 

can only be achieved through the sacramental empowerment given through the divine agent. St 

Augustine elaborates the understanding of the corporate personality as he speaks of the ‘whole, 

complete Christ’ being Head and members: ‘Sometimes Christ speaks in the name of the Head 

alone ... sometimes in the name of His Body, which is the whole Church spread over the entire 

earth. And we are His Body ... and we hear ourselves speaking in it’.152 This reveals an 

understanding of the relation between God and the Church which is most intimate, and J. 

Ratzinger concludes: ‘Ultimately, the difference between the actio Christi and our own action is 

done away with. There is only one action, which is at the same time his and ours –ours because 

we have become “one body and one spirit” with him’.153 Alceste Catella expresses this as he 

reflects on the theology of the liturgy found in the work of Odo Casel: ‘the special synergy 

between God’s action and human action occurring in the liturgical acts constitutes the horizon of 

possibility for worship.154

 

 

                                                           
147 i.e. Rom 12,4; 1 Cor 10,17; 12,12-13; Eph 1,23; Col 1,24 
148 SC § 7, 26, 59, 84… 
149 Mystici Corporis § 15 
150 Cf. Eph 5,21 
151 John Chrysostom, Homily, Before his Exile, nn.1- 3, quoted from The Office of Readings, 13th September, 
the feast day of John Chrysostom  The Divine Office Vol III, p.213* 
152 Augustine, (In Ps. 37, P. L., Vol. 36, 399), quoted in Mersch Emile, S.J. The Whole Christ, The Bruce Publishing 
Company, Milwaukee, 1938 (1932), p.419 
153 Ratzinger, J. (Pope Benedict XVI), The Spirit of the Liturgy, Ignatius Press, San Francisco, 2000, p.174 
154 Chupungco, Ansgar J. O.S.B., Handbook for Liturgical Studies vol II, The Liturgical Press, Collegville 
Minnesota, 1998, p. 9 



 

34 

This leads us to a complex understanding of agency in Christian doctrine, where the divine agent 

through Christ is incarnated in the Church as Christ’s Body. One may say that it is a hierarchically 

divided agency, where the primary agent is God, who through the incarnated Word brings about 

a movement in which the agency of the Church finds its place. Within this structure, we also find 

that each individual is an active agent, building and sustaining the community of the Church. In 

this image of many-layered agency, we find that liturgy is actions performed by many agents, but 

rooted in the one action coming from God, and in the agency of Christ in which all the faithful 

find their place. St Paul expresses this superior agency when he states: ‘It is no longer I who live, 

but Christ who lives in me’155. We also see that this life of Christ is far from neutral: ‘in my flesh I 

am filling up what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his Body, that is, the church’156

 

. 

It is then Christ then, who is the centre of the Church and who builds up his corporate person, so 

that what he does in his ministry (his death and resurrection) and what he does in the liturgy 

makes us one with the whole Christ. 

This stands in contrast to Macmurray’s approach. For him, it is action that constitutes the 

person, and the corporate actions that each individual performs build up a corporate 

community. There is no external personal agency acting in this structure, the community is what 

in the end lays the ground for and constitutes the idea of the universal personal other, -God. And 

even though Macmurray advocates a heterocentric attitude which may very well include some 

kind of suffering, he is far from a Christ-centred view of life with a community in which Christ 

lives and suffers for the good of the whole of the community.  

 

The question of agency has further implications. It necessarily involves a question of intention, 

as all action requires consciousness and an active will. We will now discuss this question 

beginning with a theological perspective before studying it from Macmurray’s point of view. 

 

 

2.6 God as primary agent and the primacy of his intention  

Any real act requires an intention. Without one, it would not class as an act, but an event, a non-

intentional happening which is not rooted in a conscious thought. Macmurray claims that ‘to act 

is to make something other than it would have been if we had not determined it. [...] In action 
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we presuppose that we determine the world by our actions’157

May they all be one, just as, Father, you are in me and I am in you, so that they also may 
be in us, so that the world may believe it was you who sent me. I have given them the 
glory you gave to me, that they may be one as we are one.

. In Christian doctrine, the primary 

agent is God, who by his will shapes the world according to his will. The mystery of the 

incarnation is the fulfilment of the divine will, and through Jesus humanity is embraced by God’s 

intention of making all one in Him. Jesus reveals this intention as he prays for the disciples, a 

prayer that at the same time embraces the whole of humanity: 

158

 
 

The effect of the Revelation in Christ surpasses time and place; it is a universal gift to humanity 

which includes the whole of creation. This all-embracing approach to the work of salvation is 

elaborated also in theology. Karl Rahner stresses that the message of Christianity is not to be 

understood as something given to humanity which each person may choose or not choose:  

It would be totally to misapprehend the message of Christianity [...] if one were attempt 
to think of God’s plan of salvation as opening out two possibilities, two ways, between 
which man’s freedom, neutral and indifferent in itself, had to choose: salvation or 
perdition, God or damnation159

 
 

The effect of salvation goes beyond the choice of the person because humanity has received 

God’s grace. True grace, explains Rahner, is a grace ‘which effects the acceptance of what it 

offers’.160

 

 Thus all is grace, not only the possibility of total fellowship with God in Christ, but also 

the realisation of this possibility, the capacity and the act, even the answer of each person.  

We may observe a similar view in the work of Alexander Schmemann. We have seen how 

Schmemann defines the human being as ‘hungry for God’. But by the fall of man, humanity has 

lost its hunger for God, and losing sight of God, it entered into a solely material world separated 

from its creator. The fall, says Schmemann, is not that man preferred the world to God, ‘but that 

he made the world material, whereas he was to have transformed it into “life in God”, filled with 

meaning and spirit.161 It is into this context that Christ is sent to reveal the true meaning of 

human life. ‘God acted so that man might understand who he really was and where his hunger 

had been driving him’.162

                                                           
157 SAA p.55 

 By bringing life to the world, Christ fulfils all human hunger for God. In 

this way, concludes Schmemann, Christianity is in its profoundest sense the end of all religion. 

158 John 17,21-22 
159 Rahner, Karl, The Church and the Sacraments, Burns & Oates, London, 1963, p.16 
160 Ibid., p.17 
161 Schmemann, p.18 
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‘Religion is needed where there is a wall of separation between God and man. But Christ, who is 

both God and man has broken down the wall between man and God’.163

 

 Thereby, God’s 

intention has been realised through the Son, and what is obtained is open access to life in God; 

that is, full communion in the loving relation which humanity is created for, and which is the very 

essence of the Trinitarian God.  

This theological approach uncovers an understanding of a God whose intention involves the 

whole of humanity. The Old Testament shows how God’s plan is built up gradually and 

persistently, where ancient sacrifices164 prefigure the final sacrifice in Christ and the Christian 

liturgy. In the Office of Readings we hear Melito of Sardis describing this prefiguration as he 

identifies Christ’s presence in events throughout the history: ‘In Abel he was slain; in Isaac 

bound; in Jacob a stranger; in Joseph sold; in Moses exposed; in David persecuted; in the 

prophets dishonoured’165

 

.  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church points out that this divine intentional act is revealed first 

and foremost through the liturgy.166 In Christ, the whole of humanity is offered blessing as we 

are given the Holy Spirit, ‘the Gift that contains all gifts’.167 We are here confronted with the 

deep mystery of faith where the divine intention interacts with the human will, but in such way 

that one cannot define the borderline between the free consent of the person and the work of 

God’s grace. ‘When the Spirit encounters in us the response of faith which he has aroused in us, 

he brings about genuine cooperation. Through it, the liturgy becomes the common work of the 

Holy Spirit and the Church’.168 We find, then, two intentions, one human will which consent to a 

divine will through the fellowship which is the Church, the Body of Christ. The Council document 

Sacrosanctum Concilium concludes by affirming that ‘in the liturgy the whole public worship is 

performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and His members’,169 and 

the Church urges her members to actively join this public worshiping: ‘Mother Church earnestly 

desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully conscious, and active participation in 

liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy’.170

                                                           
163 Schmemann, p.20 

 We will see how 

164 Sacrifices of both the Jewish and the non-Jewish kind; e.g. the sacrifice of Melchisedech in Genesis 14,18-19 
165 Homily by Melito of Sardis on the Pasch, Nn 65-71, from, The Office of Readings, Second reading for Maundy 
Thursday in The Divine Office Vol. II, p.284 
166 CCC, §1082 
167 CCC, §1082 
168 CCC, §1091 
169 SC §7 
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the liturgical movement is both an ascent through the worship of God as well as a descending 

grace given through the work of salvation and manifested in the liturgy. However, we will first 

turn to John Macmurray’s approach to personal intention, and see how his approach may open 

up new perspectives on the liturgy. 

 

 As we have seen, Macmurray points out that a fellowship of persons can never be defined just 

as a matter of fact. It necessarily involves will, since community life demands active, intentional 

participation. Macmurray approaches the individual by claiming that in order for the human 

individual to fully live as a person, the personal relation based on intentional action is both 

necessary and universal. This is also the basis from which he deduces his understanding of 

religion, expressed as the universal Other to which all persons orient their intention in a self-

giving, heterocentric approach. The fundamental personal relation is to be found in the parental 

relation to the child, where withdrawal and return between the parent and the child plays a 

crucial and educative role. Through an alternation between absence and presence, the child is 

gradually formed to grow in trust and confidence, through fear of solitude and the rejoicing of 

fellowship with the parent. It is in this fundamental experience that all persons discover the 

polarity between love and fear as the positive and negative poles of personal motivation.171 The 

identification of the original motives of personal action is then defined to be love and fear, and 

Macmurray explains that ‘the character which distinguishes them is the reference to a personal 

Other’.172 Only in meeting with others may the motives of love and fear be expressed and 

fulfilled, and a person’s behaviour emerging from these fundamental motives remains 

incomplete until it is met with a response from the other. The necessity of personal interaction is 

what Macmurray names the mutuality of the personal,173

In the former case it is direct: in the latter, indirect. Love is love for the other, fear is fear 
for oneself. But this fear for oneself refers to the behaviour of the other. Since mutuality 
is constitutive for the personal, it follows that ‘I’ need ‘you’ in order to be myself. My 
primary fear is, therefore, that ‘you’ will not respond to my need, and that in 
consequence my personal existence will be frustrated. Fear, as a personal motive, is at 
once fear of the other and fear for oneself. Thus both love and fear fall within the 
personal relation; both refer to this relation; and fear, as the negative, presupposes love 
and is subordinate to it.

 and the reference to the other differs 

depending on whether the motivation is positive or negative:  

174
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Thus, Macmurray affirms that it is love that is the principle and the necessary motive for humans 

to become personal beings. Love is the basis for meaningful intention, and the origin of action 

leading to meaningful relations. The unifying and universal principle for living (acting) out this 

relation is the universal person to whom all persons relate equally. Macmurray inverts this 

image, claiming that the personal agent can approach God through the world, but also approach 

the world through the idea of God: ‘The relation of man to the world is his relation to God; and 

we relate ourselves rightly to the world by entering into communion with God, and seeking to 

understand and to fulfil his intention’.175

To conceive the world thus is to conceive it as the act of God, the Creator of the world, 
and ourselves as created agents, with a limited and dependent freedom to determine 
the future, which can be realized only on the condition that our intentions are in 
harmony with His intention, and which must frustrate itself if they are not.

 As we have seen earlier, Macmurray’s philosophy of the 

Self as agent, being committed to a heterocentric approach to others, must subordinate the will 

to a will beyond the individual:  

176

 
  

The world is not one intention-less process, but one unified action, in which each person 

participates, so that action performed by the Self and the other forms a universal whole.  

 

We may now ask how a person or a community enters into communion with God. We have seen 

that the universal Other is Macmurray’s idea of God. Within this frame, there can be no 

immediate relation between God and persons; the relation will be obtained by indirect relation 

through religion as a reflective activity. To gather in ritual celebration fills a fundamental 

function for the relation to God.  Through the symbolic language of ritual the community comes 

together, both in sharing the joy of the fellowship, as well as in sustaining and strengthening the 

community life. Positively, the members of the community ‘express their consciousness that 

they live a common life and their joy in the knowledge’177 through ritual activity. But this activity 

is also a means of avoid hostility and enmity among the members, and a means of maintaining 

the community in the future.178

                                                           
175 PR p.217 

 The ritual acts are symbols which have reference to real life. In 

gathering in symbolic celebrations, one may ‘solve’ symbolically the failures and conflicts 

occurring among the members, and thereby grow in understanding of the reason for the 

difficulties in inter-relational activities, which again can lead to improvement of the relations. 

This kind of religious activity, leading to a deepened knowledge of self and others, ‘universalises 

176 PR p.222 
177 PR p.162 
178 PR p.163 
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the problem of personal relationship, and seeks an understanding of personal relationship as 

such’.179

 

 Through ritual activity, each member of the community may confront their own 

intentions. In meeting with the universal God through ritual celebration, each member may 

grow in understanding of the self and of others, and thereby correct and subordinate one’s 

intention in a way that will allow further achievement of the community where trustful, 

personal, loving relations may prosper. In this way, the divine agency has a direct influence on 

the personal agent, both challenging and encouraging the individual to strengthen and deepen 

relations to others. 

By studying Macmurray’s idea of God expressed through notions of consenting intentions and a 

unifying universal action of the world, we are brought to the question of the origin of 

movements, one which springs out of each individual as agent, and another defined as the 

intention of God. This language is intimately connected with the theological approach describing 

the liturgy in terms of ascending and descending acts. We will now study how the Church defines 

these two movements, and draw on Macmurray’s approach towards the end of this chapter. 

 

 

2.7 The descending and ascending aspect 

The Catholic Catechism defines blessing in two ways: ‘Blessing is a divine and life-giving action, 

the source of which is the Father; his blessing is both word and gift. When applied to man, the 

word “blessing” means adoration and surrender to his Creator in thanksgiving’.180 This 

condensed definition involves two opposite movements, defined as a descending and an 

ascending aspect. As we have seen this has also been expressed in Sacrosanctum Concilium 

through the notion of the liturgy as source and summit.181

 

 The principal place for this divine 

interaction is the liturgy. We have said earlier that leitourgia means ‘work of the people’; this 

refers to the worshiping community giving praise and thanks in the Eucharist, thanksgiving. But 

since it implies also the descending dimension of liturgical action, it should be called ‘work for 

the people’ as well, as God bestows on his people and on his whole creation grace and all good 

gifts, with faith, love and hope at their centre. These two aspects come together in the liturgical 

celebration, in which God and humanity unite.  
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It should be said that when we talk about liturgy, we talk about concrete, practical celebrations 

performed in space and time. However, liturgical time is something apart from all other time. 

Michael Kunzler describes it as a ‘now’ where the eternal work of salvation is made present. It is 

a form of existential time where ‘God’s timelessness stands beyond the flow of time of creation, 

and pierces this in the “holy” or “liturgical” time, when God manifests himself within 

time’.182

 

Thus the liturgy, with the Eucharist as its natural centre, brings about the presence of 

the sacrificial act of Christ himself. The Church, Christ’s Body, is responding to this act with 

thanksgiving and praise.  

We have seen that Macmurray derives his notion of God from the fellowship of acting agents. 

Through the motive of love lived out in fellowship, and through the concrete community life in 

which all agents interact, Macmurray unveils the idea of a personal, universal Other which is 

God. Through liturgical actions, the community enters into communion with this God, by whom 

everybody is shaped and constructed to relate better to persons in the lives they are living. 

However, seen from a Christian theological point of view, the notion of God can hardly be 

deduced only from human experiences, and this for two reasons. First of all, the primary agent 

of our existence is God the Creator who brings all that is into being through his Word. Even 

though Thomas Aquinas shows that we come by reason to a certain understanding of God as 

God, it is fundamentally the self-revelation of God that shows humanity who he really is. We find 

proofs of this throughout the Old Testament, as we also see how this often conflicts with human 

rationality. We find that that all that exists, including the fellowship of human beings, is from the 

beginning God’s gift containing God’s natural grace. Of course this does not prevent humanity 

from suffering under the burden of evil and sin. This fact conditions our lives and our capacity of 

living peacefully and with love to one another. This leads us to the second reason for an 

understanding of a descending revelation of God; that is the work of salvation brought forth in 

Christ. This is the ultimate self-revelation where God not only shows himself as God, but also 

makes himself one with humanity. In Christ, humanity receives God in his abundance, as we read 

in the gospel of John: ‘For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace’183. Christ is 

thus the mediator of God, as God in him dwells among human beings: ‘The heavenly liturgy has 

its home on earth in the Son of God made man. His Body is the temple of this liturgy’.184

                                                           
182 Kunzler, Michael, The Church’s Liturgy, Continuum, London, 2001, p.64 

  There is 

in fact both a descending and ascending aspect of Christ’s work of salvation in the sense that 

Christ both descends to humanity in his flesh, but being lifted up to heaven, he lifts with him the 

183 John 1,16 
184 Ibid., p.41, cf. Matt 14,58 
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whole of humanity to the Father, as we in Christ becomes ‘sons’ in the Son. This double 

movement though, is both gift and thus part of the descending act of God. 

 

God’s gifts are given through the liturgy, and Sacrosanctum Concilium describes it as ‘the 

primary and indispensable source from which the faithful are to derive the true Christian 

spirit’.185 It is through the liturgical acts that the faithful may access the sacraments in which God 

bestows blessings and grace. The sacraments are the concrete signs which reveal to us the new 

reality given us in Christ. Herbert McCabe sums up this unique language of signs when he states: 

‘In all sacraments God shows us what he does and does what he shows us’.186 The sacramental 

gifts are not given only on an individual level, and Michael Kunzler points out that the 

sacramental celebrations always takes place in a liturgical community: ‘Salvation never concerns 

persons only as individuals, but always only the individual in the community, as indeed the 

triune God is himself most intimate community’.187 Within this fellowship, the events that saved 

humanity are actualised, and made present.188

 

 This meeting with God through the liturgical 

celebration is a meeting between ‘I’ and ‘You’. As we have noted earlier, Macmurray explains 

how our primary fear is that the ‘You’ will not respond to my needs. One may ask if this implies 

that we fear God when engaging in the liturgical acts. The response to this is that liturgy is 

exceptional in this respect, in several ways. First of all, we approach God in words that he 

himself has sanctified, e.g. the use of the Book of Psalms. Secondly, we offer to God what he has 

first offered us, like bread and wine, but most of all Christ himself. Finally, we believe there is an 

ex opere operato element to the sacraments, an objective power put there by Christ’s institution 

so that human faults cannot prevent God’s grace from getting through to humanity. 

In Christian doctrine, the descending grace given through Christ and his Body finds its natural 

response in an ascending movement from the community of the faithful. The divine initiative of 

restoring the relation between him and humanity invites, and demands, a response. As God 

descends to his creation, humanity is given the possibility of following Christ into the heavenly 

sphere. As Christ establishes his Church through the Holy Spirit, he gives humanity a share in a 

concrete fellowship which at the same time is upheld by divine love and power. The liturgy is the 

celebration of full communion between God and his people, but it is even more than that. It is 

the celebration of the intimate relation between God and the whole creation as well a sign of 

                                                           
185 SC § 14 
186 McCabe, Herbert OP, ‘Eucharistic Change’, Priests & People Vol 8, no6, June 1994, p.217 
187 Kunzler, The Church’s liturgy, p.55 
188 CCC §1104 
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the possibility of communion between God and all of humanity. Schmemann describes this 

Church as a leitourgia, a ministry which has as its task to ‘act in this world after the fashion of 

Christ, to bear testimony to Him and to His kingdom’.189 This leitourgia, the work of the Church, 

has a christocentric focus since a key purpose of the gathering is ‘to make present the One in 

whom all things are at their end, and all things are at their beginning’.190 Through liturgical acts 

the community is united in Christ, and through him the faithful enter into a most intimate 

relation with God. The liturgy, states Schmemann, is not to be understood in terms of being 

‘necessary’, ‘functional’ or ‘useful’.191 It is rather a set of actions expressing a language of love, 

and love is beyond the principle of any utilitarianism. ‘The content of Christ's Eucharist is love, 

and only through love can we enter into it and be made its partakers. [...] The Church constitutes 

itself through love and on love, and in this world it is to “witness” to Love, to re-present it, to 

make Love present. Love alone creates and transforms: it is, therefore, the very “principle” of 

the sacrament’.192

 

 

Though it is hard to find any descending movement in Macmurray’s idea of God we may more 

easily discover an ascending movement, in the sense that life is fulfilled through a free giving of 

the self. By focusing on the needs of others in daily life, and through symbolic, ritual ceremonies, 

the community strives for friendship, which is the main purpose of life.193 We find a parallel 

action in lived life and in the ritual expression as both forms of act are striving for the same 

purpose, universal friendship. It is through friendship that human beings are constituted and get 

to know themselves. One could say that by giving himself, and by being open to receive 

friendship, the acting person also receives himself as a gift. Macmurray sees in the person of 

Jesus the supreme example of living a self-offering friendship which in the end gives life 

meaning. Macmurray states that a community is ‘for the sake of friendship and presupposes 

love’.194

 

 At this point it seems to be a circular movement. On the one hand, love is the root and a 

necessity for building personal relations. At the same time, love is engendered by friendship. 

One could here see a descending aspect as love is given to the one who gives. However, it is hard 

to find a clear understanding of this in Macmurray’s philosophical universe, and to assert it 

would be to force ideas into Macmurray’s thought. 

                                                           
189 Schmemann, p.25 
190 Ibid., p.27 
191 Ibid., p.30 
192 Ibid., p.36-37 
193 PR p.151 
194 PR p.151 
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So far we have considered how Macmurray’s thoughts correlate with the Catholic view on the 

liturgy. It is now time to examine how Macmurray’s philosophical approach might strengthen 

our liturgical practice within a Catholic structure.  
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PART 3: PERSONAL LITURGY 
 
3.1 Introduction 

So far we have studied the main thoughts of Macmurray’s philosophy, and we have seen how 

this approach corresponds with the classic Catholic perspective on liturgical celebration. We 

have discovered how Macmurray’s anthropology opens up interesting reflections on the 

liturgical life of the Church. It is now time to articulate how Macmurray’s philosophy might lead 

us to a deeper participation in the liturgy. His notions of action, agency and intention introduce 

us to a new perspective, and we may here recall how Macmurray articulates his philosophical 

programme: It is not about seeing a new thing from the same perspective, but to see the same 

thing from a new perspective. Our study has revealed how Macmurray’s language may 

emphasise important aspects of liturgy, and we will now articulate this starting with the 

fundamental question of action. 

 

 

3.2 The liturgical action 

As we have seen, Macmurray describes our existence through an image of a basic polarity 

between agency (action) and theory (thought/reflection). Agency is the positive, superior part 

through which the form of the personal develops, while theory is the negative dimension, 

inferior to action but still necessary for action at all. Coming together as they should, agency and 

theory constitute reflection-based activity. There are three main areas of reflection-based 

activity: science, art and religion. It is the latter that Macmurray considers the most important. 

Religious activity is subdivided into two categories: doctrine which is the theoretical and thus 

negative pole, and ritual celebrations which are the practical, positive pole and the most 

important part. Being situated within reflective activity, ritual celebration is the symbolic 

expression of interacting agents, and as such it plays a crucial role in religion. 

 

In a Christian context we find that the doctrinal part gives us theoretical knowledge of God, of 

humanity and of the ecclesial institution. As we have seen, Macmurray states that knowledge 

plays a key role in entering into friendship with others and building community. However, 

through the ritual celebration, called liturgy from here on, the participants symbolically express 

what we live in real life, and through action we are constituted as persons. The logical 

explanation of this understanding of the personal is rooted in the obvious fact that friendship 
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demands action. One cannot enter into friendship solely by thought, even though thought is a 

necessary part of any relationship.  

 

This action-oriented approach connects naturally with the nature of liturgical life. From a 

Catholic and Orthodox perspective liturgy is the principal means through which God 

communicates himself and his grace, and it is at the same time the principal way for the 

community to express its thanksgiving. The liturgical form is born out of the interaction between 

God and the community, guided by the Holy Spirit. It is not a mind-based exercise but the 

performance of practical actions through which God and human beings interact. Through the 

celebration we are given an encounter with God within the frame of the celebrating community. 

As God is fully present through these acts, the liturgy also asks for our ‘fully conscious and active 

participation’.195 Real contact demands real presence involving the whole of our selves. When 

Jesus demands his disciples to love God ‘with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your strength and with all your mind’196

 

, it naturally implies an external expression. Through the 

liturgy we express this love symbolically. We should here remind ourselves of the meaning of a 

symbol. It is not something empty, non-significant, but refers to a reality beyond the sign. A 

simple kiss is (or ought to be) a symbol of love, and if this intention of the kiss is absent, the 

symbolical act is meaningless. The symbolic actions then strengthen the consciousness of the 

fellowship and they reinforce mutual intentionality to the community. This brings us to the 

question of intention, but first we will clarify our understanding of agency within the Christian 

liturgical context. 

 

3.3 Liturgical agency 

Macmurray describes agency in terms of inter-personal relations and in terms of a universal 

Other that is both the notion of God, but also a form of representation of the universal 

community. Liturgy is where the divine and the human agents meet, with the purpose of living in 

communion with one another. In comparison with the classic Christian understanding of agency, 

Macmurray is in one sense very close, but his perspective is also incomplete. We will here clarify 

the similarities and the differences. 
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Macmurray stands close to Christian thought and even contributes to a further understanding of 

agency within liturgy precisely by focusing on the importance of agency in itself. Understanding 

God and human beings as agents becomes a correcting voice to all tendencies towards a 

‘cerebral’ Christian faith within and outside the Catholic Church. To think of God, the Church and 

the individual in terms of agency draws us towards seeing the necessity of personal, practical 

engagement, involving the whole person. 

 

Even though Macmurray contributes to reflection on agency, the Christian understanding here 

surpasses Macmurray’s approach, especially in dealing with the person of Jesus Christ. Christian 

faith implies a fourfold image of agency. It is fundamentally the agency of God and secondarily of 

the individual human being, rooted in the story of the origin of the human being. But when it 

comes to Christ, Macmurray often refers to this agent as a supreme example of living as an 

agent. However, in Christian terminology the Son of God has an infinitely larger position. Jesus is 

a unique agent in whom divinity and humanity meet. He is the high priest who acts on behalf of 

his people, and he is the Head of his Body, the Church, through which the believing community 

acts. We thus find four levels of agencies; God, the human being, Christ the high priest and the 

Body of Christ. One should here also add a fifth agent, that is the Holy Spirit through whom we 

communicate. Macmurray’s understanding falls short of such a complex structure of agency, and 

his thoughts should not be forced to fit with a strictly religious belief.  

 

Nevertheless we may recognise the positive contribution Macmurray’s thoughts may make 

when it comes to Christian religious language and practice as we observe how Macmurray’s 

ideas invite a shift of focus: from a static understanding to a more dynamic perception of 

meeting the divine interaction in the liturgy. 

 

 

3.4 Intentional liturgy  

The question of agency is closely followed by that of intention. We have seen that all action is 

intentional, and this is the case in a special way when it comes to liturgical acts. The liturgy is an 

encounter of agents which demands openness. To face God is at the same time to face our own 

limitations, and Macmurray has explained how the freedom to define our future is closely bound 

to our capacity to conform our intention with God’s intention. This is also a way of expressing 

the Christian life programme where human and spiritual growth aim to lead us into an ever 

deeper communion with God. In this programme, the human intention is subordinated to the 
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divine intention. To give God’s intention priority is a classic Christian understanding of 

obedience.  

 

It could seem as if each person was to be responsible for his own conversion to God, and in 

Macmurray’s philosophical approach, this is an area where questions arise and where further 

studies would be needed. In a Christian, religious context we find that this question is closely 

connected to the complex structure of agency. Christian belief is rooted in the saving work of 

Christ and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Through the sacrament of baptism and by receiving faith, a 

person becomes part of the agency of Christ and is strengthened by the Holy Spirit. In this way, 

the human being takes part in the corporate identity of Christ. By harmonising the personal 

intention of the human being to God’s intention, the act of subordination becomes a 

transformation in which the human being finds a truer self, and is led to inner freedom. Finally, 

then, we must examine the content of this divine intention.  

 

 

3.5 A heterocentric orientation 

Macmurray’s view of God’s intention is anchored in the notion of heterocentricity. It is a call for 

the whole of humanity to live in universal relationship, and Macmurray explains this by arguing 

that it is through open relations that the personality of each one is shaped, and it is through 

community life that the human being may thrive. To live in openness towards other agents is 

only possible through love, and love is by nature heterocentric; it is oriented towards persons we 

meet in our lived lives. Seen from a Christian point of view, Macmurray’s thoughts connect 

closely to the doctrine of the Trinity and of the purpose of human existence. The Trinitarian God 

is by nature relational, being one God and three persons, and the relation is constituted by love 

(cf. 1 John 4,8). The whole of humanity is called to join this communion, and the work of 

salvation is what gives humanity this access. As we have seen, liturgy is the principal place of 

encounter between God and humanity, between the Lord and his people, where grace is 

communicated and the human response given. To participate in liturgical celebration, then, is to 

shape our intention, and through the fundamental ‘programme’ of heterocentricity, each person 

who partakes may be centred towards God who is the ultimate and universal Other. The liturgy 

is thus an activity with educative consequences. It is a place of deep formation, in a double 

sense. It is educative at an individual level, guiding the individual to a life where the central 

commandment of the Christian faith is fulfilled, that is to love God and our neighbour (cf. 

Matthew 22, 36-40). It is also educative at a collective level, as it shows in a symbolical way 
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through the ritual celebration of the community how to live in communion in daily life. To give 

oneself over to God and his will in the liturgical celebration is an expression of what we ought to 

strive for in our daily life; to offer oneself for the good of other agents in a fellowship that in the 

end embraces the whole of humanity.  

 

 

3.6 Attitude to liturgy  

Through Macmurray’s notions of action, agency and intention we have discovered the necessity 

of a certain inner posture. To be an agent implies values, and as agents living in a universal 

community we are always committed to the wellbeing of other agents. Applying this to liturgy 

raises the question of attitude both for the individual and the community engaging in liturgical 

celebration. Applying Macmurray’s philosophy to liturgical life promotes intentional 

participation which builds up community and unites it through strengthened bonds of 

friendship, both among the members and in meeting God with whom we interact in liturgy.  

 

As we pointed out in our introduction, the liturgical life of the Church has gone through great 

changes in the 20th century, and the many changes have been challenging for the community life 

of the Church. The Second Vatican council saw the necessity for a liturgical renewal in order to 

better engage the community in the Eucharistic celebration. The liturgical rite changed form, and 

the vernacular was introduced, but the changes did not necessarily lead to a renewal of personal 

engagement. The question that arises in connection with these changes is twofold: How to 

improve liturgy, and how to improve the attitude to the liturgy. Both questions are legitimate, 

but in recent years there has been a growing attention to the latter. One of the voices examining 

the question of attitude is Msgr. M. Francis Mannion who in an article discusses the relation 

between internal and external changes. In meeting “progressive” forces and “conservative” 

ones, advocating external renewal or restoration, Mannion proposes an agenda which he calls 

‘recatholicising the reform’.197 His goal is not to introduce a structural liturgical reorientation, 

but to focus on living fully what today’s liturgy actually offers. He advocates ‘a period of settling 

down and intensive pastoral appropriation’198 within the Catholic Church in order to give room 

for the Church and its members to enter more deeply into the liturgical event. By openness to ‘a 

spiritual unfolding of the revised liturgical rites’199

                                                           
197 Ibid. p. 27 

 the community may grow in personal 

198 Ibid., p. 27 
199 Ibid., p. 28 
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engagement and spiritual depth. We will end this chapter by briefly looking at some practical 

consequences for the individual and the community. 

 

The liturgical celebration can sometimes be seen as a simple means to receive sacramental 

grace. Where this attitude is dominant, the individual will focus on what one may obtain through 

liturgy rather than the celebration itself. One example may be attending Mass only in order to 

receive Communion. When liturgy is marked by these attitudes it becomes ‘mechanical’, and we 

risk losing the deeper meaning of what we participate in. In such a pattern one can see traces of 

an anthropology rooted in a thought-based view, marked by an observing and distanced attitude 

(seeing the world in terms of subject/object) rather than seeing oneself as an active participant 

and an agent involved in the liturgical acts. Confronted with these tendencies, Macmurray may 

offer an interpretation of ritual activity which draws us more intimately into the core of the 

liturgical action and its significance. Our personal engagement is needed in any true encounter 

with the other. In meeting the person Jesus Christ, the Father our creator, and the Holy Spirit 

who communicates God’s grace, this is crucial. If the personal aspect of the liturgical celebration 

is not part of our attitude, we will suffer from a lack of openness towards the gifts granted us 

through the liturgical acts, which in the end is the gift of God himself. This is also reflected 

through the traditional name of the centre point of liturgical life, the Eucharist, the thanksgiving. 

Eric Sammons points to this ascending dimension as he describes the Mass as a gift where we 

receive salvation, eternal life and even God himself. He uses a picture of a boy who is given a 

baseball bat, and describes how the boy will naturally show gratitude for what he has received. 

But it also might be that the boy did not appreciate the baseball bat: ‘If he were to treat it 

carelessly, he would show that he did not respect the gift. How much truer is this when we are 

allowed to participate in the eternal sacrifice of the Son of God?’200

 

 To encounter God is to be 

confronted with the grounds of our lives, and this implies our full attention. 

Liturgical participation is not only an individualist activity, on the contrary it is always celebrated 

within the fellowship of the whole Church. This is rooted in the profound understanding of the 

liturgy as a partaking in the communion of the Triune God himself. The openness that 

Macmurray insist on in a meeting between agents is just as relevant in liturgical celebration. 

What binds the faithful together is the unity of love given through the Body of Christ. This has 

direct consequences on the local assembly, and every member ought to see oneself as an agent 

                                                           
200 Sammons, Eric, ‘What every Catholic needs to know about getting more out of the Mass’, Our Sunday Visitor 
Newsweekly, 10.07.2011, http://www.osv.com 
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within this profound fellowship. Then every word and movement becomes important; the 

concrete participation through singing, responses, prayers and gestures, and bodily posture. A 

simple example is the sharing of the sign of peace. If ignoring this part of the liturgy, one 

expresses in an outward way an attitude which in the end poses questions to the inner attitude 

with which one attend the Mass. All in all we may conclude that liturgy is both an outward and 

an inward celebration, and both dimensions ask for a personal investment. Eric Sammons closes 

his article by pointing to this personal responsibility: 

Next time you go to Mass, focus on what you can give to God through it — your solemn 
attention, your best participation and your complete reverence. You might be surprised 
by what you receive in return, for God will never be outmatched in generosity!201

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
201 Ibid. 



 

51 

CONCLUSION  
 
In this work, we have studied how Macmurray’s philosophy can enrich our understanding of the 

liturgy. Through notions of action, agency and intention, we have rediscovered important 

aspects of liturgical celebration, and we have seen how ritual celebration expresses an 

existential reality which we as persons access through action. Personal interaction in daily life is 

linked with the liturgical actions and should be seen as a unity, one constituting and affirming 

the other. In lived life as well as within liturgical celebration the central question of inner 

attitude arises. Here we see a potential for further studies, especially of the connection between 

this internal aspect and the more practical consequences this may have for the individual and for 

the worshipping community. 

 

Macmurray does not necessarily contribute to an interpretation of the Christian notion of grace, 

and this descending movement has no direct reference to his philosophical language. What he 

does give us is a new interpretation of the personal in meeting God which brings some depths 

and the importance of the liturgical celebration. To participate in the liturgy is to engage in a 

personal way, in which we are open to God and to his will, seeing ourselves as part of a 

community. Macmurray gives us a strong focus on action rooted in the community as he 

describes it as constitutive for our existence. Its consequences when seen in a Christian liturgical 

context, are most valuable, as it corresponds logically to the liturgical action which by its nature 

is practical. And as the liturgy is practical, so is the Christian life. Love is shown through intended 

actions, not through ideas, however necessary they may be for any action. In the end, 

Macmurray’s philosophy is of high value as he elaborates connection between personal and 

practical life. He thereby offers us a basis of understanding from which we may engage more 

fully in both liturgy and life. 
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