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Liturgy on television or “television-liturgy”

Johan G. Hahn

Liturgy presupposes a community which liturgy devision lacks. Are televised church services,
therefore, merely television reports, or is a ngpetof “television-liturgy” emerging, with the prader
taking over from the minister or priest, and viesvénding themselves in a make-believe community?

Almost every Sunday a liturgical ceremony is bra@sion Dutch television: either a catholic masa or
protestant service. This is one of the tasks ofwliebroadcasting organisations that are connegitdthe
Dutch Christian churches: The KRO/RKK - CatholioBdcasting Foundation/ Roman Catholic Church
Broadcasting - and the IKON/ZVK - the Interchurcef®med Broadcasting Foundations.

The mere number of liturgical ceremonies broadcesifies a theoretical discussion between thealog)
mass communication specialists and television-thremn this rather unique type of programme: when
television-cameras are present in church two diffemodes of communication are joined, one entirely
“human directed”, the other both directed to hurbaimgs as well as to something beyond human
existence: “God”.

A number of books and articles have been publighélde last few years covering the discussion arabng
theologians on the problems that arise when litisgyroadcast. The well-known but mass-media
scientifically rather “naive” article of the lateald Rahner being one of the first (note n° 1). Fdwhose
articles take mass communication theory, i.e. tgien-theory, into account. As a result theretiteli
grounded theory on the subject.

The following article presents some models thatewdsveloped after a two-day seminar in Amsterdam,
September 1981. These models are derived from sa@itlenown mass communication theories and were
adapted for the specific communication situaticat thurgy on television brings about. They were
previously published in a Dutch book under the sétieeas this article (note n° 2).

Our starting point in the discussion was the aamfrct that television isn't a “neutral” mediunatth
simply duplicates a visual reality in front of tbemera. A television-camera interferes with reality
creates a new “television-reality” that should kstidguished from the original reality (note n°3).

So when liturgy is broadcast, the broadcast litlogly has a conventional relation - through thetetic
audiovisual equipment - with the original liturghhis means that liturgy, seen on television mustha
another reality than the liturgy that can be seahgarticipated in in church. To understand botthefn,
we have to look at the two elements of the phenameeparately. We'll first consider the authentiody
that can be participated in in church, and loothattelevision-liturgy later on.

Liturgy as itis

In every liturgy the history of salvation is symimally presented in the present to give the paréiots a
preliminary perspective of their salvation futuféis - simplified - point of view gives us the pitskty of
distinguishing two communicative aspects in liturgigurgy proclaims future salvation by represeqgtin
over and over again in the present, and by padicig in the liturgical ceremony the congregation
proclaims its future communion and celebrates thasearer of this future.

Proclamation and communal celebration are the taimmlements without which there can be no liturgy.



Because of these twamnditio sine qua narevery liturgy consists of a “vertical” axis andrerizontal”
axis, the first founded on the communal “belieGnd”, the latter founded on the community as “hedis
in God”. This means that in a broadcast versioa littirgy both aspects have to be present. Ifithigt the
case, the broadcast liturgy is - theologically &p&g- no longer a liturgy, but at its best a tés&n report
of a religous happening called “liturgy”. And thésexactly what the makers want to avoid!

Liturgy as communicative event

If we regard liturgy as a communicative event omlg,can draw a model that contains both elemeats th
are said to be crucial to ligurgy in order to lerljy (see figure 1).

A= God

B= priest (or minister etc)

C= congregation

1= The revelation of the divine

2= felt community of the congregation and of thiegrwith the divine
3= the prayer to the divine

4= the proclamation and the preaching



5= the social dimension of prayer (felt community. &xpressed by prayer, singing etc)

6= responsive acting and speaking of the congmgditie. loud prayer, community singing etc)
I= The divine presence in the celebratipragsentia divina

II= The communal celebration of the congregatiod tre priest.

For our discussion the horizontal aspect (4, ®féhe model - being the liturgy that is to be lifcast - is
important. If we magnify this relation between fireest and congregation, by using the Shannon-and-
Weaver-model of communication in a simplified fofnote n° 4), we can distinguish the four elemeinés t
constitute every communication process, includiugdy as a communication event.

We distinguish a “communicator” (C), the celebrahthe liturgy, be it a priest or a minister, ahe t
“receiver” (R), the “participating congregation&ferred to by us as the “public” for technical @as
Among these are the “message” (M), being the liturg such and the “medium” (T) consisting in oweca
of the amplifying system in the church, includitg tvox humana Drawn in a model, this
communicative process looks as follows:
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E refers to the “encoding-process” to make the agséit the medium and D to the reverse “decoding-
process” to make the mediated message understartdaible reveiver.

If we now split up the receiver-side of the procglsswn in figure 2, the model becomes even more
accurate. Apart from being a receiver of the mes$agn the communicator, there is the basic patefar
interhuman communication or social interaction vather members of the congregation. So there is a
multitude of receivers that can interact with eatifer and who are also in the position of beinginers
as shown in figure 2. This gives us:



figure 3
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C= minister/priest

M= Liturgy (the Gospel)

T= Amplifier, microphones, speakers etc
R1-Rn= Receivers i.e. participants in the liturgy.

In figures 2 and 3 the “vertical” relation from fige 1 that exists in the liturgy (I and 1, 2, 3pdmot
concern us. For the liturgy it is, of course, apnienportant relation, but communication-theory candeal
with it. We are only concerned with the sensepéailskpaspects of liturgy. As far as our analysis in
concerned, liturgy is a communicative event betwaeman beings only that can be mediated by eleictron
television broadcasting equipment. Any postulatediwal relation between men and the divine inside
liturgy may or may not be real to the participai@s.from a communication-theoretical point of viex
cannot deal with it.

Liturgy on television
At the moment liturgy is broadcast on televisiaiotally different situation comes into being. Thisot

only from a communication theory point of view, laliso from a theological point of view. The
communicative situation is changed by interfereindde liturgical-communication process by two



important new elements: the television directotttjvwerew and equipment) and the television viewer.

The role of the television director, cameramennsiai@chnicians, light engineers and their mategtdss
decisive for the new communicational situation.admatter of fact the director places himself agd bf
“mediator” between the minister/priest and the \@esv As soon as the cameras and microphonescstart t
register the visible and audible aspects of thelwated liturgy, the unseen director becomes thacipal
person” in the whole television communication pss;ehe one who decides what the viewers are doing
see and hear on their television sets. So now we tie following communication situation:

figure 4
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The original medium (TO) (that mediates betweemtiessage M' and the viewer/receiver R") consfsés o
complete set of communicative elements being a agesgM’) that the director receives over his
audiovisual equipment (T"), the director (R') - nb&ing both receiver and communicator - the new
message (M") composed by the director and his orgvef the raw M'-material and the electronic
television broadcasting equipment (T"). Even #eeiver R" is no longer the same as the origieagiver
R, as they are scattered over the country. A dgeehection between R' and R" over TO does not and
cannot exist because of the organisational andhieghstate of the medium TO.

So far, the model in figure 4 also shows that becaatliturgy consists of two entirely different
communicative processes. None of the elementgindi2 can be compared to the analoguous elenrents i
figure 4. If we match both models this becomesrclea
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We also see that the minister/priest, who has todle C and C' at the same time while the litusyy i
broadcast and directed to those in the churchtchplkay two different and distinct roles. Beingh@, is a
priest/minister in the concrete liturgical situatiddeing C' he has to be something similar in a
communicative situation, in which he is separateith lin time and space from the receivers at home in
front of their television sets. As a matter of fhethas to be a “television priest” and a realgbré the
same time, this being a combination of social rties can hardly be united in one person at theedane
without a strong loss of quality of one or of boftthe roles.

Participants and lookers-on

The minister/priest in the broadcast liturgy hasaaesult, to address two different “groups” afeigers:
the public, being present in the liturgical roontte liturgical time and the viewers, being sepaddtom
him in time and space by an unbridgeable gap. \Wihitspublic has the opportunity to experience with
their total existence and with all their sensesrétigious and human community in the church, tiesvers
are condemned to experience at best a copy ofishi#evand audible aspects of the liturgy in adated
situation. They can only be lookers-on in a kingheéudo-community that is suggested by the technica
possibilities of the director, using shots that sail to realise something like identification wiktie public.
The viewers see the public from different angled points of view and by that they are shown arsitin

of community which is fundamentally non-communitypte n° 5).

The theological question here should be whetherdbicalled “para-social-interaction” is a suffitibasis
for an authentic experience of human community@rdmunication as is fundamental to liturgy.
Theoretical analysis seems to differ from the esped feelings of certain viewers who are prevefrted
attending a real liturgy (old people, ill people)eind who say they experience some kind of comtyruni
feeling, of being-there, while watching liturgica@remonies on television. We must therefore askivene
this expressed feeling, built upon an illusion ofrenunity is theologically acceptable or not.

Our problem is, whether it is justifiable to ugengy to generate pseudo-community-feelings or that
pseudo-community-feelings should be generated bgdmasting liturgy on television. Is liturgy on
television real liturgy or some kind of pseudo4lgy? Theologians seem to have different opiniorthim



Two liturgies

If we go back to figure 5 we observe that the mgsd4 that receiver R gets is to be distinguishedhfthe
message M" that receiver R" gets. This meansaéatre in fact talking about two different messalye
and M" which stand for two entirely different ligies.

There seems to be a “public-directed liturgy” wathodily-present participating congregation and a
“viewer-directed-liturgy”. The latter being the @mpretation of the first by the television directod crew.
They create a new television-liturgy out of the mraaterial presented to them by selecting and comgos
those elements from the original liturgy that Heshe concept the director has of his product.itifact
shows the viewers his vision - with or without ttensent of the priest/minister - of the real lityrgle can
do so by using elements that can only be seenebyigtwers (close-ups, meditative pictures, detdithe
church etc).

Here the question arises whether the broadcasgyiig “liturgy-like” and at the same time “teleigs-
like”. The director's task is twofold: to creatg@od broadcast, but also to make an acceptable new
“liturgy-for-the-viewers”. As we know, the liturgat tradition is at least some 1900 years old aerd th
television tradition at its best some 50 year& itnderstandable, therefore, that there can Imeegits in
the liturgical tradition that are incompatible witie television tradition. We have to reflect or fuestion
of whether liturgy and television can fit togetloemot. And yet the director has the task of corimgn
them.

As far as we know now we have to deal with a big lgatween the congregation and the viewers that
cannot be bridged because of the peculiaritiechefdlevision broadcasting system. There is a &frglass
plate between the two groups, the one being exdlfrden participation in the bread and wine ceremohy
the real congregation. But if this is so, we havdiscuss the question whether a television-liturgy
without possible participation by the viewers st#i an acceptable form of liturgy in the theologli sense.
The decision is made at the moment we confirmripgortance of real human community in a physical
sense to the liturgy. Traditionally we would sayp‘tommunity, no liturgy” but with changing means of
communication theological positions may have tongesas well.

Producer as priest

By distinguishing two different liturgies we strabe creative influence of the director on the feamnd
content of at least one of the two. His way of magk& new liturgy out of the “priest's-liturgy” i® s
different from the way liturgy is traditionaly comged by priest/minister, that it appears to be ssany to
call the director also a priest. His role is to mahke (television) liturgy, or at least to asdi& priest as a
deacon in making the liturgy.

By taking up his role as a deacon he transformaefs from the priest's liturgy into something new,
recognisable to the viewers as being liturgy. Hesusell known elements, composing a televisionioers
of the original liturgy, giving the viewers the isility to pseudo-participate in the liturgy aosn on the
screen. Therefore he uses elements from the gagbielh means that he proclaims a message of
community and salvation by an instrument that makesmunity fundamentally impossible. This is what
we call the “television-paradox”. There is a neaeegsuggestion of community that can never besedli

The director who whishes to make television-lituhgg also to create a good broadcast, using thesafd
television to communicate the codes of liturgy.sTimeans that the process of encoding and decoding
becomes very complicated because two entirelyrdiffiecodes are being used. To the director botesod
are equally important, because without one of therfails to make an acceptable television-lituigyt

the question is, whether the two codes can reallgdmbined into one code to make an understandable
television programme.

In our opinion there are some serious problemsraiing from the fact that the television code usltb
upon a cultural tradition that seems to be in @ddittion with the Christian-liturgical traditionh&



(mainly American) television codes, based on viotgraction, speed, violation of basic human vaares
so forth, is so different from the Christian cotvesed on love, understanding, meditation, non-piz#e
attention, charity etc that a combination of the seems problematic. Experiments in new televi&oms
and codes should be made to develop a new, usadhiefar liturgy on television or television-liturgy

Theology and television

But even if these technical problems could be shle& important question remains unanswered: vghat i
the theological value of liturgy on television?dtiher words: can the blessing of the priest, baimg
essential element in the liturgy, be transmitteckegtronic means of communication? If a viewer is
looking at a liturgical celebration on televisiames the graceful blessing of the priest, the fangi of

sins, and the proclamation of pardon include him®d & so, can the blessing of the priest which nsake
wine and bread into the blood and body of Christraesmitted by electronic communication media also
(note n° 6)?

The worldwide live-transmission of the papal blagsiUrbi et Orbi” every year again suggests this
possibility. But if this suggestion is taken foakethen the blessing can also be videotaped andritted
at a later time, because of the differences of tinoeind the world. Although these look like strange
guestions, the theological implications to concepish agpreasentia realis, participatio actuosmd
communion in Christ should be rethought and reeefim relation to the use of the new electronic imed
including all kinds of television (cable, satellgt).

When the world is changing, theological concepts pmsitions have to change also. The three concepts
mentioned in relation to liturgy derived from a \ebwhich was totally different from ours todayidt
guestionable whether we can use these concefis inaditional way any longer, facing new
communication developments in a highly technoldgigarld. On the other hand we have to distinguish
between the real questions and the false quedtiahgome from a false understanding of the pasitio
the electronic media in the modern world. The vidping of liturgy is an example of such a “non-
problem”.

Liturgy on television is liturgy communicated by den electronic means. Using these means withcait du
thought is one thing, answering the questionsdhae by the use of the modern “social media” istlaer.
The problems are great, and there are no answérisishort article. However, there are suggestions
further research and reflection. This should beedarco-operative projects by theologians, televisi
directors and experts on religious and audiovisaaimunication.

Audiovisual communication is of growing importarineour world today and tomorrow and human
communication is being influenced more and morésefnological media. One of the tasks of theologian
will be to reflect on the interaction between med aedia and between men and God.

When liturgy is broadcast on television, commun@abetween people and between people and God
meets at a single point. It is here that reflecbartoday's religious communication should havetisting
point, on behalf of the receivers and on behathefsenders of the message (note n° 7).
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