
Eucharistic foothills 

A fresh look at liturgy as "source and summit" of the Christian life 

One of the catch-phrases of 

Catholic theology – cited in virtually 

every document from the Vatican – 

is that the liturgy, especially the 

Eucharist, is "the source and 

summit" of the Christian life. The 

origins of the phrase are complex, 

but it entered mainstream Catholic 

discourse with the Constitution on 

the Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum 

Concilium) in this sentence :Indeed, 

the liturgy is the summit (culmen) 

towards which the activity of the 

Church is directed; it is also the fountain (fons) from which all her power flows (SS,10).That was in 

1963 and it is now a piece of stock wisdom. Like all such snippets of wisdom it is more often 

parroted than thought about. For most of the people who quote it, it is just another way of saying 

that "the Mass is what is most important or a striking metaphor to say that prayer is what must 

come first in the life of a Christian.  "When read through the so-called "hermeneutic of continuity", it 

is simply a new formulation of the tag: "it's the Mass that matters". But that reading fails to note 

that it is also far more than a restatement: it is a different theological vision that is based on a 

dynamic understanding of the life of the Church as the living, moving witness to the gospel in the 

world. Two-way street or a round-about? The image implies a series of stages that lead up to the 

summit. Liturgy does not simply happen. We must prepare for it by a whole range of activities in 

every area of our lives. Likewise, liturgy is not something we leave after it is over to then get on with 

the rest of life. There is no simple division of Sunday/Monday, the religion bit in the church/the rest 

of life outside. There is no neat border separating the sacred and the profane. If liturgy is real, it 

expresses what is happening in our lives before God in worship. 

If liturgy is real, it expresses what is happening before God in worship in our lives. The Eucharist – 

the highest expression of our worship – has to be seen not as an island, but a point along a road. 

There is a road of thankfulness and reconciliation leading up to it, and a road of generosity and 

thankfulness leading onwards in our lives. Perhaps the image of a roundabout is better as a dynamic 

image of how liturgy relates to the rest of our lives. 
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