Symbolism in worship – Structure of signification of expression & encounter

Definitions & Process

signum (symbols) are directed toward human beings, who use them to proceed from what is known to what is unknown.

Thomas Aquinus (summia theologiae. IIIa pars, 60.2, corpus)

All human expression in some ways is symbolic, words and language are an example to create and communicate messages.

We do no live in a world but in a picture of it.  Wallace Stevens.

Def: Sign – to provide information, accumulate fact and assemble accurate data.  Signs do not open large new vistas of knowledge or experience.  They invite simple recognition and response.  E.G. Road Sign.

Def: Symbol – An action that discloses new and unexpected meaning, experience or relationships.  So a symbol is strongly associated with experience in 3 forms:

(a) an experience of inexhaustible meaning.

(b) As initiated by a source beyond the participant’s power to control.

(c) As doing/giving what it embodies.

History of Symbolism in worship

1. Natural Symbolism & ritual

In primitive, natural religious systems, time was seen as cyclical due to the patterns o nature such as dry and wet seasons or autumn, spring, summer harvest, winter or of death and birth.  So ritual and the use of natural rhythms are symbols of higher realities (transcendence) such as human existence beyond death emerged. 

As people developed an oral history then time acquired new meaning, human ritual was transformed forma way of interpreting nature into a way of interpreting time.  

So events in the past cam to acquire a universal symbolic value in the mind of the community.  By celebrating these events ritually, the community made them present again, and mediated to its members the formative power.

2. Salvation History & Worship Symbolism

The Psalms are an example of worship.  The words are highly emotive, about hope and salvation and despair if God doesn’t keep God’s part of the bargain.  

Brueggemann & Mowinkel support a hypothesis for the Royal Psalms – that they through redaction criticism appear to give room for the cult of an annual liturgical service that re-committed to the covenant between God and Israel – where the King played the part of God in the ceremony – therefore building and re-presenting the covenant world view and therefore reality.

We see this same liturgical practice re-framing reality and salvation history all the way to the Eucharist.

Liturgy then is a transaction in which the apparent actors become the acted upon; the apparent initiators become the initiated; the possessors become the possessed.  Entering into a symbolic transaction, participants find their assumptions and expectations are challenged by new experiences – transcendent encounters.

3. New Testament & Worship Symbolism

· Jesus’ parables – shocking and deep meaning.

· Eucharist

Liturgy therefore becomes dynamic – allows for encounter and experience to and with God, the saving deeds of God in the actions of men and women – responding to the call to live it out.  Liturgy then creates a present encounter, salvation is now.

Symbolism then lives with the dualism and dichotomy of God’s absence and presence – and the mystery of such a tension.

4. Symbolic Patterning

Much of the development of a spiritual life sees common worship of daily prayer as a living metaphor of the saving reality of God.  Representing it to us constantly in symbol to evoke our response in faith and deeds.  This is done through the experience of the Holy Spirit to build up the Body of Christ as the new community.  This symbolic patterning of time represents a sanctification of time, sacramentalising time into transcendent encounter time with God.  Such Symbolism is building a worldview of encounter with God.

5. Clashing Symbols

· Cultural change – symbolic dissonance or tired symbols.

· Cultural change – the danger of anachronisms if symbols don’t change as culture changes.

· Brueggemanns call to be on a constant creative task for new symbolism or reconditioned old ones – Labyrinth.

Questions:

Are we hardwired to worship and utilise symbolism?

Can Symbolism ever truly be universal or is it always culturally specific?

What makes good and bad symbolism in Christian worship?

