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The Progress

One of the most powerful realities that we have within the Catholic worship would be the 
signs and symbols connected with liturgical celebrations. Signs and symbols, by their very 
nature, point to a deeper reality. Yet, to appreciate signs and symbols, we need to stop 
and think about what is being announced to us. We need to give ourselves the gift of time 
to appreciate what we could well take for granted. !
However, within our culture, taking time for reflection, prayer and a meditative moment is 
almost a luxury we believe we cannot afford. Our culture propels us into the “fast lane” 
with the conviction that we cannot afford to stop. Yet, if we want to appreciate life to the 
fullest, we need to give ourselves the gift of the quiet moment, the silence where God 
speaks to us in incredible ways. !

Do we allow the symbols and signs to speak?!
My own awareness of signs and symbols, especially in liturgy, struck me in powerful ways 
in recent weeks as a result of a variety of liturgical celebrations. On two Saturdays in a 
row, I celebrated the ordination of a young man to priesthood. For one reason or other, I 
became more aware than ever before of the powerful sign that takes place when the 
candidate for ordination lays prostrate on the church floor. !
To stretch one’s body out on the church floor against the cold marble is a sign of total 
abandonment. It symbolizes an emptiness that cries out for God’s presence and grace. 
The candidate for ordination prostrates himself in the midst of people who have shared life 
and love with him. As he does so, the church chants the Litany of the Saints which asks 
men and women of past and present to pray for this individual. !
The ordinations of these past two weekends brought back memories of that same event in 
my own life. It forced me to ask whether I am willing to express my dependence on God so 
evident in this ritual action. It was difficult to hold back the tears as I watched and prayed 
with a community of faith and two young men who were offering the gift of their lives to a 
good and gracious God and to God’s people. !

Birth and death!
Last month, I celebrated the baptism of a grandnephew. I cannot even begin to estimate 
how many times I have shared this sacrament with children and adults. Yet, once again, 
the ritual spoke loudly and clearly. The anointings of the child, the pouring of water, the 
clothing of the child with white baptismal garment were more than ceremonial actions. 
They pointed to the strength and life that God was offering to this young child. The words 
announced over and over again that the child was receiving a gift of life that would bring 
him into eternity. !
A funeral liturgy earlier this month pointed out the connection of life and death for the 
Christian. The baptismal symbols of the Easter candle and the white funeral pall 
announced in bold terms that we are born to die in order to live forever. 
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The sounds of silence!
Maybe it’s old age, but I have begun to appreciate the powerful sign and symbol of silence 
in liturgy more than I ever imagined. !
The church calls the community to appreciate the gift of silence at significant points in the 
celebration of the Eucharist. After the Word of God has been proclaimed, the reader 
announces, “The Word of the Lord.” The assembly responds, “Thanks be to God!” It is 
then that the church asks for a time of silence, a time to appreciate the fact that God has 
spoken. !
The great temptation is immediately to sing the responsorial psalm or the “Alleluia.” Yet, 
rather than the sounds of words or music, we are asked to hear the sounds of silence and 
allow God to speak to us in the core of our hearts.!
At the conclusion of the homily and after the distribution of the Eucharist, the church also 
asks us to appreciate the power of the moment. We have the opportunity to reflect on how 
the word has been broken and shared, as well as to appreciate the union we have with the 
real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist.!

Do we take time to see and hear?!
My greater awareness of the signs and symbols of the liturgy has always been important 
to me. Yet, when the great temptation is “the more the better,” and we want to add words 
or actions to the noble simplicity of the liturgy we celebrate, there is actually a knee-jerk 
reaction within an Irish soul that says, “Let God speak!”!
The liturgy of the Roman Catholic Church is an incredible gift. The rituals we use to 
celebrate provide a powerful source of energy and life for the mind, soul and imagination. I 
hope we take the time to see and hear the powerful signs and symbols of our faith. May 
God’s grace and peace be yours. !
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