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This is an important book, not only because it provides readers with an up-to-date reading of liturgy through the lenses of liturgical theology, but also because the writer makes use of contemporary performance theories to analyse one of the great liturgical texts of history, the Ordo Romanus I.

Scholars such as Mark Searle and Mary Collins have placed great emphasis on the importance of analysing liturgy from the aspect of event, rather than simply that of text.  For McCall it is the liturgical action that draws his considerable intellectual attention.    

McCall’s methodology seems to me to be particularly successful.  There is a clear thread running through the work from the introduction, which explores the varieties of liturgical performance, through three chapters which apply historical, theological and philosophical categories to liturgical events, to the analysis of a specific text in Chapter 5.

The book opens with an absorbing overview of liturgy as drama, from the allegorical theories of the middle ages up to modern theories of performance and semiotics. The all important question of the place of liturgical rites in the world today is tackled early on (p.4).  In some ways McCall spends the rest of the work trying to answer this question.  Here, the author is attempting to write about liturgy in ways which will bring its nature as performance into focus, without ignoring the many other facts that make up liturgy and theories about liturgy.

He carefully avoids naivety by stressing that his use of the term “performance” is not at all the same as the rather pejorative sense it seems to have among liturgical critics.  Also, he cleverly claims his work is an “approach”, not a method, and so not a rigid schema into which every aspect of liturgy must somehow be made to fit.

In Chapter Two, McCall explores the history of liturgical performance, from the various theories surrounding the Quem quaeritis trope (the visit of the Marys to the sepulchre on the morning of Easter) of the end of the ninth century, to the dramatic late fifteenth century Play of the Sacrament. After this point, liturgical drama died out. At the high point of the age at the end of the tenth century, McCall notes the effect of the mix of cultures and sacramentaries prevalent at the time in the Church of the West, with a tremendous cross-pollination of prayers, rites and poetry, and a wide variety of liturgical custom, as can be seen most clearly in the linguistic expansiveness of the Gallican liturgies (and as an example McCall recounts liturgical performances concerning the paschal candle).  McCall agrees with Robert Schreiter that after 1215 (4th Lateran Council) the linguistic influence of Aristotle put a break on allegorical interpretations and their associated liturgical customs. Scholasticism’s conclusions could not be easily interpreted visually through drama.  In the case of the Eucharist, there were conflicts between “official” and “popular” theology, which were played out through liturgical rites inside the church and with processions outside it.  This was the era of the rise of powerful superstitions concerning the Eucharistic species.  In addition we see what might be termed the “golden age” of popular religious drama, separated off and distinct from liturgical rites.  McCall examines three of these: The Last Supper from the Chester cycle, The First Passion Play from the N. Towne plays, and the Play of the Blessed Sacrament.  In each case, the images and language are much more physical, or in a similar sense, real, than would be found in liturgical texts or the theology of the time.
A sudden switch to a stage production of Frankenstein in 1969 opens Chapter Three.  Here, McCall explores how critics employed various forms of performance theory to judge theatrical events, with particular attention to experiments in which the audience became part of the theatrical event.  This leads to discussion of the performance theories of Marvin Carlson, and the notion of permeability between actor and audience, which is so much part of theatrical performance.  It is at this point that discussion turns to the important ritual theories of Victor Turner, particularly concerning rites of passage.  McCall turns the focus to the event as the locus of its purpose or “meaning” (page 50), exploring theories used by Richard Schechner to develop a model of theatrical performance: gathering leads to performing which leads to dispersing.

Applying what has been discussed to liturgy, McCall notes that the faith community lost its dramatic enactment of being when catechumens were no longer dismissed in the course of the liturgy.  Hence, identity through notions of exclusiveness was lost.  He sees in this practice how the liturgy attempts to accomplish what it represents, and gives an effective account here of active participation (page 57).

McCall asks what lies at the heart of current distrust about ritual, and sees the platonic suspicion of mimesis as not “really real” as being partly to blame. In sum, the church distrusts theatre.  For McCall, liturgical performance is a unique, present reality, involving anamnesis and the transformation of the worshippers.  It is, according to him, theologia prima, to use the term used by Aidan Kavanagh and others.  At this point, I think McCall would have benefited from some exploration of Paul Bradshaw’s considered critique of the notion of liturgy as primary theology.  Nevertheless, this complicated chapter ends with a brilliant summary of the theories expounded, with concluding focus on liturgy as structured action.

Aristotle takes centre stage in Chapter Four, in which McCall uses the four causes: formal, material, efficient and final, as ground for the examination of liturgy as “form imposed on some matter” (pages 80-81).  He notes that the focus is on the structure of the liturgical act rather than on the though content.  He also stresses the nature of enactment as anamnesis on an act, rather than mimesis of an action.  This understanding is particularly fruitful, because it then leads to a deeper development in which the Trinity comes to the fore.  There is also a natural movement to sacrament understood principally as act, and to a more helpful understanding of the Christian community, which is “constituted by its enactment of the sacramental pattern.” (page 101).

To bring this absorbing study to a conclusion, McCall then examines Ordo Romanus I from around the 8th Century.  It is particularly fascinating how he draws out the various points from previous parts of his book, and he concludes by noting how the text presents an act which is far more redolent of anamnesis than mimesis.  This is “performance that is also an enactment, a remembrance that is also a construction.  The Mass enacts a world that is both the world of the everyday, insofar as it is constructed according to the same class and gender model as everyday society, and the new world of church constructed by its gathering, praying, hearing, offering, feeding, and worship.” (page 136).  In sum, this is an absorbing and engaging work that merits frequent re-reading and reflection.

