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Worship as Meaning: A Liturgical Theology for Late Modernity

Graham Hughes. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003. 338 pp. ISBN 0521535573.
Think for a moment about a worship service you attended recently. What made the experience meaningful for you? Or, conversely, what was it about the service that left you wondering about its point or purpose? And how did your perceptions align with the hopes and intentions of those who planned and led the service?

The issue here is not just one of communication and language. It’s about the way meaning is perceived and constructed. In Worship as Meaning, Graham Hughes, a former Presbyterian minister here in New Zealand and now Lecturer Emeritus in Liturgical Studies (the study of worship) at United Theological College in Sydney, seeks to give an account of “the ways in which the meanings of worship are organized and transmitted by those who lead and are appropriated by those who participate in a worship service.” (p.11)

A significant proportion of the book is devoted to developing the appropriate philosophical tools to address the question, with the thinking of nineteenth century American philosopher, Charles Sanders Peirce, featuring prominently as Hughes engages with major theories of meaning, including analytical philosophy, phenomenology, structuralism and deconstruction. And while this might all seem heavily academic and theoretical, Hughes always keeps his primary question to the fore and succeeds in making complex systems of thought relatively accessible to the general reader. Along the way, he offers numerous insightful and helpful comments about worship, especially in relation to the Protestant tradition with which he is most familiar.

One of his central arguments is that neither the evangelical movement nor mainstream Protestantism has given a satisfactory account of God out of the condition of modernity. The evangelical approach, he says, has responded to modernity basically by setting itself deliberately over against it, yet at the same time borrowing extensively from it – for example, in the use of technology and the style of music in worship – and this unresolved tension flows through to the evangelical lifestyle, which is strongly counter-cultural in its emphasis on living by faith alone and yet, at certain points, is deeply conformist to the consumerist, technologically dependent culture of which we are part. 
Meanwhile the mainline Protestant tendency to accept the modern condition as given and to look within it for signs of divine presence has generally resulted in a secularist approach to the Christian faith and a consequent flattening out of the distinction between Christianity and benevolent humanism. Thus Christian mission for the liberal wing of the Church seems largely indistinguishable from social justice programmes mounted by secular counterparts, and its worship, whilst retaining inherited forms and structures, is increasingly stripped of personal references to a God who might actually desire our praise, hear our prayers and grant absolution for sin.

The Church’s failure to resolve these kinds of contradictions has contributed to what Hughes calls the “religious disenchantment” of late modernity. The contradictions can be resolved, he suggests, by considering worship from a fresh angle in which new categories of meaning might be employed. He advocates two in particular: the “phenomenon of limit experience” and “religious conviction as an assumed naïveté”. 

The phenomenon of limit experience, Hughes claims, is universal. Whether it be inadvertent (e.g., the experience of tragedy and trauma) or advertant (e.g., the pursuit of activities that test one’s personal limits) it will involve the intensification of otherwise familiar emotions or recognizable phenomena (fear, joy, anxiety, etc.) and may produce quasi-religious effects such as awe, horror, wonder or ecstasy. These heightened emotions and effects are simultaneously strange and familiar to us. There is thus a conjunction of recognisability and incomprehensibility about boundary experiences that Hughes suggests is also present in the act of worship, which might similarly be conceived in terms of the intensification of the ordinary – e.g., in the way that bread and wine become sacramental realities. When worship is thought of as an edge or boundary experience it not only puts it in touch with universal human apprehension; it also directs it back to an original evocative power, a force which, in our modern age, seems mostly to have been overtaken by the mundanity it was supposed to overcome.

Whilst worship’s recognizability lies in its coherence with other human boundary experiences, Hughes argues that it cannot be simply coextensive with generalized human experience. Something else is needed, which he calls, following Paul Ricoeur, an assumed naïveté. Ricoeur introduced to theology the notion of naïveté when he said that the confidence of pre-modern people in a religious coherent universe (expressed through mythic, symbolic and cultural forms) constituted a “first” or “primitive” naïveté. In learning what these ancient symbolic systems might yet have for us, Ricoeur advocated a “second naïveté” in which a modern person first critically examines the effects of his or her own cultural conditioning as modern, so as then to be free to ponder the ancient symbolic formulations.

Hughes suggests that a kind of second naïveté is required in relation to the act of worship. We come to worship unavoidably conditioned as modern people, yet there is a sense in which we must hold our conditioning in suspension in order that we might create a conceptual space for ancient symbols, and enter into the worship in a meaningful way. He insists that this does not mean we are exercising a choice for “myth” as opposed to “reality”, but rather that we are simply doing what all people (religious or otherwise, wittingly or not) do when they make appeal to some sort of mythic “best account” – i.e., a reckoning with our human finitude, a repudiation of the craving for absolutes, the best sense we can make of our world at this time with a multiplicity of pictures and experiences.

Hughes equally insists that he is not advocating a relativist approach here; rather, he is acknowledging the provisional nature of our knowledge. Meaning is simultaneously discovered and constructed; it consists of both an objective and a subjective component; and we must not collapse one in favour of the other.

The extent to which Hughes himself succeeds in doing precisely this is a question I am left with. When he says that “the only images we have with which to “clothe” the invisibility of the Other are those of human devising (and particularly those of one’s tradition)” (p.291) and that these may only be held tentatively, experimentally, it is unclear to me how he would view the impact of divine revelation on our human conceptuality and language, and I would have liked to see him engage with, say, T.F. Torrance on this issue. Perhaps he would dismiss Torrance in the same breath that he dismisses Barth’s so-called positivism of revelation (p.246), but this hardly does justice to Barth’s Trinitarian conception of Christian faith, worship and the theological task.

Despite these kinds of misgivings about Hughes’ methodology, I did find his book very helpful, especially in relation to the semiotics of worship that he develops in a quite pioneering way with reference to the insightful thinking of Charles Sanders Peirce with which, until I read this book, I was unfamiliar. The distinction that he makes between iconic, indicative and indexing signs (which I won’t attempt to sum up here) is especially helpful, insofar as it encouraged me to reflect upon the meaning and significance of those aspects of worship that are sometimes overlooked or considered unimportant, such as the ways in which services begin and end.

Worship as Meaning is a considerable achievement. Although it is primarily an academic text, anyone who has an interest in the conduct or study of worship will find in it much to ponder and appreciate.

Graham Redding is Minister at St Johns Presbyterian Church in Wellington.
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