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SENSE AND NON-SENSE IN WORSHIP

‘Man shall not live by bread alone ….. Take, eat, this my body’. 

The theme of this paper is somewhat traditional since its purpose is to consider the senses of the human body with particular reference to Christian worship, in the hope that we shall understand better our perception of God, the Church and its mission.  Our starting point is the body, but more specifically its avenues of perception.  The main focus of attention is the apparatus man has for receiving information and experience and for communicating and relating.  Traditionally, five modes of perception in the human body are recognised – the senses of sight, hearing, touch, taste and smell.

Today there are other means of perception which are known and used but which require technological devices to make them operative, eg laser beams and electro magnetic waves.  A discussion of these might well require consideration of the ‘homing instinct’ of birds and the way in which bats manoeuvre.  A knowledge of radiators is certainly needed and this is beyond the scope of this paper.  Nor is it envisaged that phenomena such as Extra Sensory Perception shall be included in the paper or the sense of balance – a sense we become aware of when it is absent.  The paper deals specifically with the five bodily senses and begins with a discussion of the body as a key concept in Christian theology.

The term ‘body’ can be misleading because it has so many meanings.  The Christian religion begins with a bodily birth.  At the hearts of its worship is the sacramental Body of Christ and, at the point where life and death meet, is the resurrection of the body.  What is more, the Church itself is often referred to as the Body of Christ
. In the introduction to his book, The Body, John Robinson writes,

‘that the concept of the body forms the keystone of Paul’s theology ….. It is from the body of sin and death that we are delivered; it is through the body of Christ on the Cross that we are saved; it is into His body the Church that we are incorporated; it is by His body in the Eucharist that this Community is sustained; it is in our body that its new life has to be manifested; it is to a resurrection of this body to the likeness of his glorious body that we are destined’.

The term used to express Christianity as a religion of the body is ‘incarnation’. It is perhaps wiser to use the verb ‘incarnating’, since it more readily expresses the dynamic and movement implicit in the concept of incarnation – the concept of God and man becoming one.  Professor Davies in his article ‘Towards Theology of the Dance’ (see op.cit.1) says:

‘A church which believes in the Incarnation cannot disparage the carnal.  A church which believes in the unity of body and soul must do all it can to declare the redemption that overcomes the dichotomy between them.  Let me repeat:  a human being is a psycho-physical or soul-body totality’.

Incarnating means the continuous activity of the spirit of God and the body of man becoming one in a unified whole.

It is all the more surprising that through the centuries so little attention has been given by theologians, liturgiologists, church builders and architects, and many others to this fundamental concept.  Quite simply, is it no more than an extension of the profound oneness of relationship between Father and Son so vividly portrayed in the Fourth Gospel?  Much has been said and written about the Church as a body, beginning with St Paul (see op cit 2) and the concept of the body has been frequently used by Christian writers, but used by analogy.  Little, however, has been said which takes its starting point with the body itself.  Either it has been set within the fixed ritual mould of the Catholic tradition or negated by the puritan ethic of Protestantism.  In the past, theologians have hesitated to make the body their starting point, for fear of falling into the Arian trap of man ‘pulling himself up by his own bootlaces’.  But here we are talking of the body as a totality and a vehicle for uniting sacred and secular.  It is worth quoting the thoughts of a sociologist:

‘Any analysis, whether it be social, scientific or philosophical, ought to start with this fact (that man is primarily a bodily organism, although of a unique kind) because we do know it to be true at least as far as it goes.  We can never know whether man is a spirit who has ended up on the earth, but will return to his spiritual existence after he dies, in the same sense of ‘know’.  At least, not this side of the grave.  So it seems best to start with what we do have and do know, that is that man is at least a bodily being’.

If the premise – that our senses are the traditional avenues of perception with which man has been equipped – is accepted, then the use of the senses in relation to worship will result in a shift from a rational and formal understanding of liturgy which concentrates on mind and intellect, to one which is more flexible and open-ended.  Robert Bocock comments ….

‘Ritual raises problems also of the relation of the rational scientific mode of understanding to the non-rational mode of perception which lies at the root of religion and art, and their associated rituals’. 

In Eucharistic terms, the offering will not only be one of past experiences (the remembering and/or re-enacting of Christ’s atoning work), but also of the present and future.

‘Worship celebrates hope, brings the hoped for future into contact with the present and provides a stimulus for reshaping the world’.

The theological past can be put into rational and formal terms, but the celebration of the present (the here and now) has to be left open.  Experience can never be pre-determined.  In this sense a rational approach to liturgy runs the risk of confining attention to a spiritual plane which, in turn, results in the body/mind split and the sacred/secular split persisting.  What I term the ‘incarnational’ view should appeal not only to ‘thinking people’ and those with a rational understanding of man, but to everyone – and this means mission.  This trap of splitting body and mind is only too readily recognised by Robert Bocock.

‘The view to be taken here is that in so far as rituals focus attention on another, so-called spiritual, realm, to the exclusion of this bodily one, they are to be criticised.  This is a view which is held by an increasing number of Christians, who see that many ways of understanding Christianity have been based on a dualism deriving from ancient Greek philosophy, and from Manichaean beliefs, and are not sufficiently Hebraic and biblical.  They would claim Christianity is not basically dualistic, neither anti-matter nor anti-body, in the way it has often been presented in its historical forms.  The central doctrine of the incarnation implies that matter and the body are capable of fulfilment through grace’.

And again, (Professor Davies op.cit 1)

‘The Eucharist therefore, as a sacrament, has a dual character, since in it sacred and secular are united.  This corresponds to the Christian understanding of human nature, viz that the physical and spiritual are one and not to be divided’.

Before continuing further there are some preparatory questions viz

a. Why has the body and its senses been restricted in Christian worship?

b. What do we mean by the term ‘body’?

c. Why should we consider the body (and its senses) in relation to worship?

When these questions have been discussed, we can consider the use, of the senses historically, then in the contemporary setting, ending with some possible pointers for the future.

a. The clue to a possible answer why the body has been considerably neglected in Christian worship does not originate with the theologian, but the sociologist especially the sociologist of religion.  Increasingly today the latter is shedding his positivist concept of religion viz.

‘It is an eternal truth that outside of us there exists something greater than us, with which we enter into communion.  That is why we can rest assured in advance that the practices of the cult, whatever they may be, are something more than movement without importance and gestures without efficacy’.

And is ready to accept the phenomenon – religion – as a reality in itself i.e.-

‘This basic need which certainly is obvious only in man, is the need of symbolisation.  The symbol – making function is one of man’s primary activities, like eating, looking, or moving about’.

And

‘There is an attitude held by some liberal rationalists towards nearly all rituals and ceremonials which sees them as unnecessary and unfortunate.  They are unnecessary for mature, adult people, and they are unfortunate in that the basis of their appeal is emotional, and not intellectual thus the assessment of ritual derives from a view of human beings which is not adequate in the light of what social scientists know of people in many different cultures and historical periods, and a view which is to be challenged here.  The alternative view of man is summed up in the well-known biblical phrase ‘man shall not live by bread alone’ (Matthew 4:4).  It is not possible to single out one element as more basic and ‘real’ and then analyse everything to do with consciousness in terms of ‘matter’.  Perhaps so many do this as a reaction against the alternative error of analysing everything from the assumption that the ‘spirit’ or consciousness is more real than matter.  We need a more monistic view of man-in-the-world than either of these.  Both ‘matter’ and ‘consciousness’ exist and are inter-related neither is reducible to the other’.  

Throughout his book (Ritual in Industrial Society) Robert Bocock is at pains to demonstrate that religious consciousness is a legitimate part of being human.  Furthermore, he continually emphasises that the expression of this consciousness which he terms ‘ritual action’ is itself intrinsic to the study of man as a social animal.

‘Ritual action, is related to value concerns.  Rituals are undervalued in advanced industrial society by technological and managerial elites, although in such societies many sub-groups are dedicated to ritual action.  Rituals relate to key areas of our lives – to our sense of community or lack of it; to social cohesion or social conflict; to the human body, death, birth, illness, health, sexuality; and to symbols of beauty and holiness’.

He describes four types of ritual action – religious, civic, life cycle, and aesthetic – and central to his description is the importance of the body.

‘The use of the body, together with visual and aural symbols, places ritual at the centre of attention, if our concern is with the split in our culture between the body and the mind; the non-rational and the over-rational’.

It is in the sociologist’s description of aesthetic ritual action that we discover, with clarity, why Christian worship (ritual action) has suppressed the body.

‘Sections of the middle class, especially intellectuals, have become detached from Orthodox Church teachings, sometimes because the teachings have been proved mistaken by science, sometimes because of the conservative nature of the values of the Churches, and the lack of intellectual openness in their belief systems.  Such groups have been the patrons of the aesthetic ritual – symbol systems which have grown up outside the main churches, and these rituals have been a satisfactory substitute for religious ritual.  Indeed because of their acceptance of sensuality and the body, they have been better for precisely this reason in the eyes of many of these people’.

The 1971/72 production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream directed by Peter Brook (Royal Shakespeare Society) elicits the following comment:

‘The key elements in this play, from the point of view of ritual, centre on the way Peter Brook uses the actors’ bodies, rather than just concentrating on the literary qualities of the lines…. This production was one which although in a sense fashionable and could easily date, will remain of lasting importance for the theatre and staging.  Bodies were back in the theatre’.

Back they may well be and in a production like Hair they are back with a naked vengeance.  However much we may regret the loss of the body from Christian worship (thus rendering it sterile and without intellectual openness) to aesthetic ritual – the theatre – perhaps the most thought provoking indictment from the sociologist is to be found in comments such as ..

‘The separation of dancing from the Churches’ religious rituals has led to the whole sphere of arts and entertainment developing dance music and dancing to such an extent that it has become a major competitor with organised religion.  This development has probably been much more significant in affecting church attendance than the growth of science as an alternative belief system, for the arts and entertainment involve the mind, the emotions and the body’. 15a 

and

‘It is obvious that a view of life which shrinks from the body cannot stand beautiful movement; that a religion which exalts virginity above all else must hate the enticements of the moving body;’15b
and

‘Creative arts are a threat to any group which seeks to rule others in a society or an organisation in an elitist, authoritarian non-participative manner.  This is because creativity and creative responses to art, lead to a degree of spontaneity and creativeness which authoritarian structures cannot handle.  The Churches with bishops in their organisational structure, and those with an ascetic puritanical ethic among the Protestant and non-conformist denominations, were not able to contain the popular arts, entertainment, nor ‘elite’ arts.  Crucially, they could not contain the people who work in these new areas, nor their followers and admirers’.15c
If then the Church is to be truly the Body of Christ, it needs to direct its attention away from its organisational head and rediscover its earthly body, so that, in worship, the whole body can be incorporated into the Godhead.

b) What do we mean by the term ‘body’ and its senses in relation to worship?  Much has been written recently about ‘wholeness’ cf. Garlick P L Lambourne RA and  much of the research in institutes of pastoral studies (e.g. The Pastoral Studies Course in the Department of Theology at Birmingham University) with the result that man is to be understood as an integrated unit, a whole being, or total personality comprising all that he is – his strengths and weaknesses, doubts and hopes, failures and achievements.  He is not to be divided into component parts and there dealt with by an expert in this component or that.  It is a mark of our own human weakness that, the more we advance technologically, the more we are seduced into fragmenting man into a thousand pieces (cf, a concepts map of healing 16.  This trend runs counter to the evidence of, in medicine the psychosomatics, in industry the failure of the assembly line technique and in theology the comments of the pastoral theologians.  The world of medicine and psychology is an example of the way in which skills, laws and languages have grown up around the discipline and of the way the discipline has split into a multitude of specialisms.  Dr Eysinck writes:

‘… segmental analysis is certainly valuable and important, and nothing that is said here should be construed as being in any way critical of work of this type.  However, it must be realised that in the intact animal, or in the living human being, such interaction between different structures is not the exception, but the rule.  Consequently, the study of segmental processes in complete isolation does not tell us very much about the behaviour of the complete organism’.17
In industry many recognise that the assembly line technique produces boredom and leads to dehumanisation.  There is a split between the body and the mind.  While the assembly line worker is pressing a button or pulling a lever, his mind is free to wander or not.  Dubreuil says in his book Robots or Men when commenting on F W Taylor’s concept of scientific management,

‘Taylor’s genius stopped on the threshold of a new world, of whose importance he was apparently unaware, viz, that of the inner forces contained in the worker’s soul, and operating through the infinite powers of internal impulses which can be directed from without only by setting them free’.

Nor is this trend confined to the technologies whatever the discipline – e.g. industry, medicine, education – it appears in as recent a publication as the Series III rite of Holy Communion.  Though not split into a thousand pieces, man is certainly divided into three – body, mind and spirit.  18  For some purposes this division into three is a convenient way of distinguishing aspects of  a single personal entity.  This is acceptable as long as the view of man is Hebraic i.e. one is a body and not (the Greek) one has a body.  If the latter view is understood, the worshipper is likely to be left praying only for man’s spirit.

Consequently, the term ‘body’ is used to connote an integrated whole (mind and spirit included) and to be understood, in ritual action, as a unifying factor.

‘It attempts to reverse one of the central processes of modern societies, the splitting off from one another of various roles and life experiences’.19
In this section, Bocock is describing the term counter-culture; the liturgiologist theologian would replace it with the term mission.  Cf ….

‘We must also go on to say that the temptation which faces the Church today is not that of embracing everything within mission but of including nothing within it – it being seen as just one function among many’.20
c) Why is the concern of this paper about the body in relation to worship?  The first question sought to underline the vital importance of considering the body, since the Church has lost sight of it and the second question to expand and explain the use of the term ‘body’.  We have already noted that the use of the term is central to the main sacramental act of the Church and it is worth quoting here from Dom Gregory Dix who provides a unique description of this sacrament in the way in which it relates to every human experience.

‘Was ever another command so obeyed?  For century after century, spreading slowly to every continent and country and among every race on earth, this action has been done, in every conceivable human circumstance, for every conceivable human need from infancy and before it to extreme old age and after it, from the pinnacles of earthly greatness to the refuge of fugitives in the caves and dens of the earth.  Men have found no better thing than this to do for kings at their crowning and for criminals going to the scaffold; for armies in triumph or for a bride and bridegroom in a little country church; for the proclamation of a dogma or for a good crop of wheat; for the wisdom of the parliament of a mighty nation or for a sick old woman afraid to die; for a schoolboy sitting an examination or for Columbus setting out to discover America; for the famine of whole provinces or for the soul of a dead lover; in thankfulness because my father did not die of pneumonia; for a village headman much tempted to return to fetish because the yams had failed; because the Turk was at the gates of Vienna; for the repentance of Margaret; for the settlement of a strike; for a son for a barren woman; for Captain so-an-so, wounded and prisoner of war; while the lions roared in the nearby amphitheatre; on the beach of Dunkirk; while the hiss of scythes in the thick June grass came faintly through the windows of the church; tremulously, by an exiled bishop who had hewn timber all day in a prison camp near Murmansk; gorgeously, for the canonisation of St Joan of Arc – one could fill many pages with the reasons why men have done this, and not tell a hundredth of them.  And best of all, week by week and month by month, on a hundred thousand successive Sundays, faithfully, unfailingly, across all the parishes of Christendom, the pastors have done this just to make the plebs sancta Dei – the holy common people of God’.21
The term ‘body’ is used in relation to worship, because worship is the primary function of the Church.  It is so because it is at this point that there is communion, oblation 22 and celebration.  It is in this activity that the coming and going of the Christian community meets and is united with God, itself and the world.

‘Every mass is therefore a Mass of the whole Church; and if it were possible for us to comprehend its whole meaning, we should see there, focused in one point, God’s whole redeeming work for all mankind, past, present and future’.23
We now turn to the way man in his wholeness (man as body) receives his experience and information and it has already been suggested that this is via the avenues of his senses.  It is probably simplest to outline the historical perspective by considering each of the senses in turn.

We begin in the New Testament, though this is obviously not to suggest that before it man was sense-less.  Indeed, there will be times when we shall need to refer to the Old Testament and, if the subject were to be treated in its fullness, to the findings and contributions of anthropology as well.

In Mark 4:12, there are the words ‘they may look and look, but see nothing; they may hear and hear, but understand nothing’.  Later I would like to add to the senses of seeing and hearing …. They may touch and touch, yet feel nothing, they may taste and taste, yet appreciate nothing, and they may sniff and sniff, yet savour nothing.  In this passage Christ is saying that man has senses, yet they are of no value unless, as channels of perception, they are open.  They have been given to man to enable him to learn and experience and now the onus is on him to use them – the passage ends …. ‘otherwise they might turn to God and be forgiven’.  How then have they been used through the centuries of Christian worship, and, moreover, how have they been accommodated or otherwise by those who have erected buildings to house Christian worship?

The Senses
We are fortunate in having a built-in reference point for anything said about the senses and their use, and a point which provides an area for further research.  The reference point is situated with those, who lack one or more of the senses.  They alone can tell us about the deprivations caused by the loss of a sense and how it can best be compensated.  Sight has, by many, been regarded as one of man’s greatest attributes and this is so in the animal world, though there are many creatures which have poor sight and some which have virtually no sight.  While others are creatures of the dark.  Sight was an important sense in both the Old Testament and New Testament, not least in the many references to seeing the works of God.  Sight was a sense valued by Jesus himself and this is evidenced by the number of times he gives sight back to people – whether literally or metaphorically.

In the early domestic church the sense of sight was a valuable means of perception and communication viz the pictorial symbolic decoration of the catacombs and of the house-Church at Dura-Europas.  With the acceptance of Christianity by Constantine and the move from a private to a more public religion, the visual sense in the basilicas is underlined in two ways:-

1. By the amount of inscriptions and paintings on the walls.

2. By the raised altar at the apsidal end which would facilitate the congregation’s view.

‘The general aspect of the basilica was that of a single room, its horizontal perspective being emphasised by parallel colonnades which seemed to converge on the altar standing towards one end on the middle axis.  This was the focal point of the building, and around it priesthood and laity gathered for the celebration of the Eucharist’.24
In the eighth and ninth century the Vollwestwerk or porch Church gives more prominence to this first sense in that an upper Church with aisles and galleries was incorporated into the building, thus giving a better view.  It is with the introduction of the screen in the Medieval period that the importance of ‘seeing’ rapidly declines.

‘The passivity of the congregation which played so important a part in the decline of the porch-Church, had, as its obverse, the increasing importance of the Clergy who now ceased to conduct the liturgy ‘on behalf of’ and celebrated ‘instead of’ the congregation.25
Certainly the Gothic Churches and Cathedrals were built to be seen externally and to be wondered at internally, but seeing the action of the Eucharist was severely limited by the screen.  It is not really until the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century that the important of seeing again received attention and even then, in the most theatrical of the Baroque style, the congregation though encouraged to take in the magnificent interiors, did no more than watch the activity of the worship.  It is doubtful whether people could see very much of the liturgical action, because not only did the priest still have his back to the congregation, but he was also some distance from them.

In the Protestant tradition, it was still a long wait before direct emphasis was given to the sense of sight, because in the early part of post-Reformation England, the emphasis was on hearing (the edifying of people26) and anyway the Medieval Churches were still in use, but adapted for the new rite.  It is not as if the introduction of Cranmer’s Prayer Book meant the building of new churches.  It is with the coming of the Wren Churches that there is a conscious effort to help people to see.  The Gothic revival did much, as the name suggests, to diminish once again the importance of seeing – that is seeing any liturgical action.  Due to the Catholic movement of the mid-nineteenth century more colour was returning to the interiors cf. (at a later date) All Saints, Margaret Street and vestments etc were being reintroduced, but again the congregation was still passive and keeping a watching brief.

It is not really until the effects of the Liturgical Movement were beginning to influence Church architecture in the early part of the century that seeing becomes a primary consideration, as evidenced by the new openness of the buildings, the arrangement of seating and the increasingly sophisticated use of light.

3. Hearing
It is true to say that this sense, with one exception, has always been afforded, prominence.  Hearing the word of God, however this was understood, was as important to Moses as to the psalmist as to the Babylonian exile.  This does not change in the Gospels.  Not only does Jesus encourage his followers to hear his words, but he makes sure that he sits where he can be best heard whether on a hillside or in a house (cf St Matthew 5:1 and St Luke 10:39).  He also recognises the disability of those who are deaf and the Gospel tradition cites examples of the deaf being healed.  Moreover, in the Fourth Gospel we are invited to share in the conversation between Father and Son.

Even as the churches expanded to accommodate the public, stress was laid on hearing and, as the buildings and congregations grew in size, intoning was used to meet this need.  It is only in the late Medieval period when worship, especially the Mass, was recited in a foreign language for many and, often inaudibly, that the sense lost its significance.  Though, even in these times, bells were rung to alert the worshippers to what was then considered the important features of the service.

In this country especially, the Wren ‘auditory’ churches, quite literally, gave full recognition to the sense of hearing which had been stressed as a prerequisite by Cranmer.  Wren’s churches with the accompanying doctrinal emphasis on the word and the erection of vast pulpits (Cf St Paul’s and the three decker pulpits) together with sounding boards, only go to underline the great significance attached to the auditory sense.  This trend, with the exception of the silent masses of the Anglo-Catholics in the latter part of the last century, has been developed until churches today are built with particular regard to acoustics and, if necessary (especially in older buildings) loudspeaker and microphone systems.  In some churches aids for the deaf are also to be found.

Today it would be inconceivable to go to church and not hear, since some would argue that there would be little point in going.  Few preachers would prepare sermons if, for one moment, they thought nobody was going to hear them.  Others of the laity might be found who would willingly tolerate such a move!

4. Touch
This avenue of perception more than any of the other four has been repressed in our culture by the natural British reserve and the formality afforded to human meeting and social intercourse.  However, in the Old Testament tradition, the Hebrew understanding of man was an integrated one which incorporated the senses, not rejected them.  In Amos 9:5-6 we read …. ‘the Lord, God of hosts, he who touches the earth and it melts …. The Lord is his name’ and it is the touch of God which confirms Isaiah’s forgiveness and establishes him as a prophet (Isaiah 6:7).  For Isaiah the sense of God’s touch is both a vehicle of experience and information.

The sense of touch is no less diminished in the New Testament.  Jesus uses it as a vehicle of healing (e.g. St Mark 1:41, cf. St Matthew 8:15, 9:29, St Mark 7:33, St Luke 7:14, 22:51) and of communication (cf. St Matthew 17:7, St Mark 10:13).  Touch, in the Gospel tradition, is used to convey health and comfort and as a means of communication.

Later St Paul advises his readers not to be dictated to … viz.  Colossians 2:20-23 ‘why let people dictate to you?  Do not handle this, do not taste that, do not touch the other’ – all of these things that must perish as soon as they are used?  That is to follow merely human injunctions and teaching.  True, it has an air of wisdom, with its forced piety, its self mortification, and its severity to the body, but it is of no use at all in combating sensuality’. (NEB)

As the Church developed through the centuries, the sense of ‘touch’ lost its spontaneity and warmth.  It ceased to be an avenue for perceiving and conveying health and comfort.  Instead it became ritualised, formalised and clericalised.  After the apostolic age, there is no era in Liturgical development or architectural style that specifically emphasises touch.  Even the ‘kiss of peace’ – the particular Christian greeting – became no more than a form of words.

Having said this much, it is essential not to lose sight of the amount of touching that there is in Christian liturgy.  Babies are touched in baptism, couples in marriage, earth at funerals; bishops, priests and deacons are touched in the laying on of hands; people are touched in anointing and many material things are touched when blessed; while in Holy Communion lips and hands are touched.  Yet all are surrounded by a form (of words) or embedded in a ritual action.  The priest, like the doctor, is given the right to touch, as long as it is in pursuit of a particular end – a diagnosis or assurance of God’s blessing.  Both are allowed to touch as long as they neither feel nor touch spontaneously.  Warmth, feeling and health are strictly controlled by convention and ritual.  What is worse than the touch of a cold stethoscope or the clammy hand of an after-morning service handshake?  It is only in the last dozen years that the sense of touch has become valued as a means of perception and communication in itself – but more of this later.

5. Taste.

In the context of worship, the main interest of taste must be the religious meal, but there are two points to be made about both of the last senses – taste and smell.  First, anthropological evidence indicates that the sense of smell and the sense of taste, to a lesser extent are not used as much in the human species as in other species.  Neither are primary human senses, unless any of the others are restricted or do not exist.  Whereas the sense of smell is a primary sense for some species cf.  The dog which hunts with its nose, rather than its eyes.  Secondly, there is a temptation to treat both these senses metaphorically.  When we speak of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste, we are referring to human behaviour not a palatal reaction.  In the lines …

‘Only the actions of the just sweet smell, and blossom in their dust’27
There is no suggestion that the actions literally did smell.

Perhaps the metaphorical use of the two senses has been developed in order to compensate for their natural under development in the human species.  Both in literature and theology, the metaphorical use of taste and smell predominates.

In the Old Testament we read of the role of the cup bearer (cf. 2 Chronicles 94 and Nehemiah 1:11) which was an important position in the king’s court and one carrying great responsibility.  Not only was the cup bearer responsible for tasting the king’s drink for poison, but also was trusted not to tamper with the beverage himself.  Here is a role which is solely dependent upon the sense of taste, though the cup bearer might be interpreted as the king’s last line of defence.  However in the account of Jonathan (1 Samuel 14:29) we read ‘Then said Jonathan, my father hath troubled the land: see, I pray you, how mine eyes have been enlightened, because I tasted a little of this honey – R V’.  Jonathan links the sense of taste directly with perception and this is by no means unnatural.  Though our sense of taste varies enormously from one person to another, anyone who has been confined to a tasteless diet will afterwards usually ask for their ‘favourite dish’ – by which they mean their tastiest, with the result that ‘they feel better’.

In the New Testament the word GEUOMAI is used both of tasting and experiencing.  References to the latter use of the verb are mostly confined to ‘tasting death’ (cf. St Matthew 16:20, St Mark 9:1 and St Luke 9:27).  There are examples of the former, such as the account of the great banquet (St Luke 14:16-24).  Those who refused the invitation to the party are not to taste the banquet.  In St Matthew 27:34, we read of Jesus tasting the wine and gall and then refusing it.  In terms of his own death, it is likely that both senses of taste apply – he experienced and tasted it.

It is at the Last Supper that the sense of taste is most obvious.  Not only was bread and wine tasted but a whole meal.  This continued until St Paul advised separating the meal from the Eucharist (1 Corinthians 11:22) and the tasting element then becomes notional.  It results in token tasting.  Even though, in the early Church all kinds of produce were brought to the Eucharist, this was more to do with the offertory than with tasting.  ‘Token Tasting’ has persisted since the original division and no churches have been built nor liturgics written to take specific account of the tasting sense.  It is only recently that the sense has been reintroduced in a more than token way viz the agape and house celebration.  John Robinson has written:

‘I should be surprised, however, if we do not see its reintegration with the Agape meal, so that once more the Eucharistic elements become something taken off the table ‘as they were eating’. 28
Akin to the sense of touch, tasting has become formalised almost to the extent of its own exclusion.  Its continued important is to be seen by the way it has been used outside liturgy.  Many occasions for eating have grown up which have developed around the occasional services viz. The wedding reception, baptismal tea, funeral feast, harvest supper etc.  It is high time, surely, for a reintroduction of the sense into liturgy.  If it happens, it will need to be accompanied by re-education: - a theatre critic for one of the daily newspapers went to see Godspell and afterwards wrote warmly about it, even though he was still puzzled by the meaning  of the audience being invited on stage for a glass of wine during the interval!

6. Smell
It has already been said that this last sense has been used more metaphorically than literally in Christian literature 29 and liturgy, and is not usually a primary sense in man as is the case of some other species.

In the pre-Christian cultures of the Middles East and the Mediterranean and in the Christian cult, the sense of smell is most apparent in the use made of incense.  Mr Jardine Grisbrooke lists 30 seven religious uses of incense and predominant among them is the sacrificial.  Without tracing in detail the history of the use of incense, suffice it to say that its use was widespread in the pre-Christian religious rites of the Middle East and has been used since the sixth century and earlier in the Christian Church.  Although Grisbrooke argues against its practical usage in religious rites, it is unlikely that it would have been used had it not effused a pleasant smell.  It is debatable whether it was burnt in religious rites to counteract unpleasant odours, thought latterly it is preferable to the smell of dry rot and the damp odour of some old churches.  The same may be said of furniture polish.  If it were not so, why should the manufacturers of incense and furniture polish go to such lengths to produce them with a pleasant smell?  What is likely is that this fifth sense is as important as the other four in helping to create an ‘atmosphere for worship’.

There are many references to fragrance, smell and stench in the Old Testament and it is interesting to note the significance of some of them.  When Isaac is confronted by Jacob pretending to be Esau, he smells Jacob’s hands to compensate for his loss of sight (Genesis 27:27).  During the wanderings of the Hebrews in the wilderness, the sense of smell is used as a test of the freshness of the manna they found each day (Exodus 16:24).  In Leviticus (26:31) and Amos (5:21), the sense is attributed to God who uses it is show displeasure and rejection of the offerings being made to him.

There is scant reference to its practical application in the New Testament, though it continues to be used metaphorically (cf. Philippians 4:18).  However, in order to stress Lazarus’ deadness (St John 11:39) the evangelist draws attention to the stench of his body.  Almost in contradistinction, he describes the preparation for the embalming of Christ’s body (St John 19:39).  One hundred pounds of spices and aloes is a large amount of air (or body) freshener by anyone’s reckoning!  Emil G Kraeling 31 interprets the immense quantity as honorific, whereas C K Barrett 32 describes it as sumptuous.

Like its twin – taste – the sense has not predominated in Christian worship, except where incense has been used in Roman and Orthodox rites.  An outcome of the Tractarian movement was a revival of the use of incense in the Anglican liturgy in the latter half of the nineteenth century.  In this decade its use has been limited to the Roman rite and Anglican churches which use incense today usually follow Roman rubrics.  One practical reason for this limitation may well be that some new church buildings have much lower roofs than those of other eras and this not only diminishes the symbolism of the smoke rising upwards, but also allows it no escape route.

Before bringing this section to a close, there is one further point to be considered.  It is a matter of opinion whether it is directly related to the sense of smell.  It is the use that has been made of flowers in churches.  Professor Davies has traced their history 33 and concludes that they may be used as a means of decoration.  There are two quotations he cites which are of specific interest to us.

1. Venantius Fortunatus (page 74) ‘….. so the flowers strive with each other and their scent is better than incense ….’

2. Flowers for decoration ‘… should not be obnoxious …’ (page 79).  Even though Ernest Goldart is using the word obnoxious to describe ‘altar rails festooned with holly’, he nevertheless used an adjective applicable to the sense of smell.

It is perhaps truer to say that flower decoration today appeals more to the visual sense than the olfactory and this is only too obviously reflected in the growing trend of staging ‘flower festivals’.  At these the artistry of the arranger is put to its test and is paramount for the end result.  Perhaps it is only because flowers bloom naturally at different times of the year, but it is interesting that certain flowers are associated with particular festivals i.e. the Easter Lily, the Christmas Rose.

This much said, it is nevertheless true that flowers in church do ‘make the place smell nice’ as well as look attractive.  For Venantius the scent was better than incense.

This short and all to brief consideration of each sense does lead us to certain conclusions.  The senses (all five) have met with a varied recognition over the ages.  Some areas of Christian worship have stressed one more than another but, since biblical times, the last three especially have been forgotten, neglected or trapped within the ritual itself.  They have become ritually encapsulated and so part of the dead wood of the past.  Since they are all communicated by organs of the body, the considerations of the first part of this paper are relevant; for we noted the way in which Christian thinking has reacted to the body and how this, in turn, resulted in a liturgical sterility.  The very thing the Church should have incorporated – the body and its sensibility – now has to be found elsewhere.  Hence it is only to be expected that the bodily senses have followed a similar pattern.  In 1954 Charles Damian Boulogne was able to write ….

‘In practice, the use of perfume serves ends more vulgar and basely sensual than these here set forth, but this does not alter the essential data of the problem.  The perversion of good things cannot force us to forget their proper qualities.  The most noble music can also serve ignoble ends.  Must we then, whenever we speak of anything, mention possible deviations?….’34
Nor should we forget that the senses are distinctive parts of the body 35.  Providing they are effective they are there to be used for the development of the body corporate.  We would not for one moment think of ignoring them in daily life, although they are surrounded and confined by social controls and convention so why should they be ignored in Christianity ‘which is a religion of the body’?

Sense and Non Sense Today

1. Participation

The coming together of the effects of the Liturgical Movement and the modern trend in architecture gave rise to new forms which embodied new concepts of the nature of worship and the way it was conducted and new and renewed concepts of the Church.  Here was a real opportunity to break from the past – from the influence of the Medieval church which Professor Davies has described as ‘the tyranny of an architectural orthodoxy’.  No longer did the celebrant need to have his back to the congregation and no longer was there any physical restriction on the shape of the building (cf. Corbusier’s Chapel at Ronchamp) or the amount of light that could penetrate it.  So far in the discussion, we have considered the senses separately but here, with an increased ‘sense of space’, is an opportunity to combine the role of two or more senses operating together, although mention has been made of the combination of taste and smell (especially in the matter of food and drink).  This confluence of liturgy and architecture can be described in a word as ‘participation’.  That is to say the participation of architectural technique with liturgy, of the Church with the world and of the body corporate with the building, its worship and the world.  Describing the value of the liturgical arrangement at Schloss Rothenfels in Germnay, F Debuyst says:

‘the best possible solution for an active participation of the faithful in  word and sacrament.  The liturgy was celebrated and understood as a totally corporate affair, to be expressed with the greatest possible simplicity and flexibility.  This included celebrating facing the people, a free grouping of the faithful and an overall interpretation of the place of worship where the interior symbol (the living community itself) took precedence over the exterior, the world of persons over that of objects and hospitality (the pluri-functional room) over monumentality’.36
This comprehensive coming together of the various elements has created the opportunity for participation and, in turn, moved a step further in freeing the Church to be the Church.  It now has the opportunity for participation and this the sociologist understands as intrinsic to religious ritual

‘… people are culturally allowed to watch a civic ritual but should participate in a religious ritual ….’37
However, the quite dramatic strides which have been taken in this century to bring us to this point (of participation) lead on to a further step.  We have already noticed that the concept of ‘incarnating’ is a dynamic understanding of man (and liturgy) and, therefore, at no point should the Church rest on its achievements.

There is evidence enough in history to show that when the Church has done this, it leads quickly not to stability and inner security, but to fossilisation.  Having made the break from the ‘monumental’ image which came from the beginning of the Middle Ages to the ‘organic’ and participatory, we move on.  Liturgy and architecture are encouraged to work together, as are ordained and lay, church and world and service with worship.  Now that these elements have jelled, we need to ask for what?  There is no sense in achieving participation, if there is no purpose in participating.  What then is the purpose of the hard work of the liturgists, the architects, the theologians, and the sociologists of religion?  Or to rephrase the question – what has the Church been freed for?  We have said that the work of the first half of this century has helped free the Church to be the Church – to be the ‘ecclesia’.  The word means an asssembly or gathering and is used frequently in the New Testament to describe the Church.  When the Church is being an ecclesia it is meeting and it is just this that has been liberated.  The Church can now meet without encumbrance, if it wishes.  Bishop Robinson says 

‘The restoration and deepening of the relationship of meeting would seem to be one of the priorities of the contemporary church discovering itself once more as Karl Rahner (Mission and Grace 1 pages 3 to 55) has insisted in a diaspora situation.  During the period of Christendom it was a relationship which was almost totally neglected.  Consequently, the Church today has no inherited structures to give it embodiment’.38
John Robinson’s choice of words forces us back to the original thesis with alarming speed.  The Church having learnt how to participate if it is to MEET (to be an ecclesia) needs to rediscover its body.  Consequently, it must learn to see, hear, touch, taste and smell again, since these are the avenues of perception and communication with which the body relates and experiences.  A rediscovery of the senses is not meant to imply using them in isolation from each other, but in cooperation with each other.  A situation which facilitates the use of all five together, in itself demonstrates the ‘wholeness’ of the body.

Before considering the plight of the senses today, it is worth noting some of the most recent trends in church buildings.  F Debuyst again in his description of new buildings says:

‘the idea coming to life in these churches, can be summed up in one phrase; the serving of the assembled community (ecclesia)x in the simplest possible form.  Beyond the limited perspective of pure liturgical functionalism, this means humility, limpidity, and above all a great opening to a living dialogue.  But dialogue excludes any kind of rigid confrontation between the celebrant and the faithful, and thus also rigidity in the form, material and location of liturgical objects.  The Belgian architect Marc Dessauvage was probably the first to accept this evolution and to draw the consequences.  In the parish churches he built after 1963, the altar, the pulpit, the chair and the font are generally mobile.  An even more important changed introduced by the Austrian architect Ottokar Uhl, was the possibility of movement for the assembly itself’.  (student’s chapel of the Peter Jordanstrasse at Vienna 1965)39 and cf. St Philip and St James, Hodge Hill.

These are perhaps the latest examples of the efforts being made to aid the Church to be an ecclesia, though where Christian communities are meeting in buildings other than specific ‘church’ buildings the same often applies.  For example at St Richard’s in Droitwich, the Christian community of a large housing estate meets in a local middle school.  The school building is itself flexible and adaptable being open-plan design.  The ‘ecclesia’ meets in the main hall and has for its own purposes (i.e. storage space, coffee making facilities, study and vestry) a very small room off the main hall.  The whole school uses the hall for assembly, eating and, at the moment, physical education.  This does, of course, mean that any equipment the Church uses has to be movable.  One of the major advantages is that arrangements for worship can be made in an infinite number of ways and, to date, there have been ‘meetings’ of small groups, congregations and large community gatherings.  The wide choice of arrangement allows for maximum movement.40  This, in turn, enables a combined          use of the senses.  The ecclesia can see and hear clearly and the ease of movement helps people to touch each other (for the ‘kiss of peace’ and at the administration of Communion) quite naturally.  The informal nature of the liturgy allows easy movement too and often a young child will walk to one of the tables to smell the flowers or leave a friend to hold mother’s hand.  Here is a beginning of the senses working in co-operation which could not have happened without the new forms of liturgy and architecture and the participation of the one with the other.

2. An audio/visual age – this term has been used frequently to describe the times in which we live and it is as true of the Church as of society.  In recent years great care has been taken to ensure that the liturgy is both seen and heard by EVERYONE and this only underlines the fact that seeing and hearing are man’s primary senses.  There is no need to quote examples of the buildings which express the importance of sight and sound nor the liturgical developments which underline it, because the need to see and hear has become second nature to both the architect and liturgiolist.  What is important is that neither one nor both together necessarily result in the Church becoming an ecclesia, since both can be done at a distance.  Perhaps the best example of this is the television set.  Both seeing and hearing are operative at a distance.  Sometimes the distance is phenomenal i.e. from moon to the earth.  Hence the first man on the moon was brought into our living rooms, but few of us have ever met him.  There is a nice description of the television in the play ‘Paradise Island’ – asked by the natives of the island what a television is, the shipwrecked sailors reply “a box which stops you working”.  In terms of ecclesia, it means a box which stops liturgy – in the original sense of the word.  If then, people are to meet, they need more than audio visual aids.  They need to develop the other senses too.  Perhaps it is our loss of awareness of ‘sensibility’ that has led present day society to provide sense aids, e.g. spectacles, hearing aids and dentures and aids for those with impaired senses, cf, Braille for the blind.  Who knows?  If our others senses are used, we might require aids to help us appreciate taste, smell and touch.  Indeed the sense of touch has already begun to acquire such aids.  Since the importance of human relationships has been recognised in a ‘privatised’ society, the sense of touch has been used increasingly to help develop deeper relationships and such aids are available e.g. encounter groups and touch therapy.

3. Touching, Tasting, Smelling.

Just as one can have poor sight or hearing for genetic and environmental reasons, so this is true of the other three senses which means that our ‘sense appreciation’ differs from one person to another.  However, most of us are equipped with all five senses and few of us with one none of them and, however much our appreciation may differ, we still have the basic sensory mechanisms.  To achieve meeting, there is the need to use more than just out sight and hearing, since these alone do not necessarily produce it.  How then can the Christian Church liberate these senses so that they can be better employed in its worship?

Touch
The most significant development of the use of touch has been the reintroduction of the ‘kiss of peace.  Though not specifically stated in the rubric of the Series III Church of England rite of Holy Communion, in many places the peace is passed from person to person.  This is usually done by one person turning to his neighbour, taking his hand and greeting him with the words of peace.  What is odd is that often husbands and wives are next to each other or parents and children and they too will ‘shake hands’.  Surely this is not the way most married couples greet each other?  It is a strange relationship, if husband and wife meet after the day’s work with a handshake.  Why should they not kiss each other and kiss their children?

This touching action can have a salutory effect too.  For example, one person might find himself next to someone he dislikes or has quarrelled with recently.  How much more difficult it is to turn and offer peace, yet we are encouraged to make the effort (St Matthew 5:24).

Where the liturgy is celebrated with the congregation forming a semi-circle or circle, the Lord’s Prayer is a further opportunity for the sense of touch to be used.  The whole circle can join hands and thus give further expression to the ‘family prayer’.  At the administration of Communion, minister and worshipper are given the opportunity of using touch.  Much has been written in books on Christian spirituality about the importance of hands and here, at the administration, hands meet as the bread is passed from one to the other.  Yet so often the bread is not passed from hand to hand, but dropped from the fingers on to the hand of the recipient.

It is encouraging that in the proposed Wedding Service 41 the couple are bidden to turn and face each other (sense of sight) and hold hands at more frequent intervals than in the present rite (s).  Nevertheless, when the couple have made their promise, exchanged the ring(s) and held their hands together, it would be natural for them to kiss each other.  When they come to sign the registers, often they will be kissed by the parents, yet they are not encouraged to kiss each other in the context of the service.  It is encouraging that what is called ‘The Preface’ (Page 10) in the proposed Wedding Service treats the sexual content of marriage positively and describes God’s purpose as ‘husband and wife giving themselves to each other in love’.  It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the relationship between sex and worship, but it is noteworthy that sexuality combines all five senses and, ideally, the sum is greater than the five.  All contribute to the ‘oneness’ and ‘wholeness’ that can be expressed in sexuality.

The use of the kiss can also be extended to the rite of Baptism.  When the child or adult has been given the sign of the cross, as a further sign of welcome and fellowship the minister might kiss the forehead of the newly baptised and then shake, or take, the hands of the immediate family and so lead them into the welcoming activity.  This action is made even more pertinent if the whole congregation is surrounding the baptismal area and facilitating the meeting of the one being baptised with the ecclesia.  Fixed pews and a fear of losing one’s seat mitigate against this type of movement which requires both space and easy arrangement of furniture.

It is so often at the occasional services of the Church that ‘distancing’ prevails.  There are many reasons for this, not least that the services are occasional and sometimes a cause of embarrassment for some of the people present.  For example, many people (members of the family included) stand at a distance from the graveside, on the pretext that committal is a private affair rather than a community concern.  Present funeral arrangements only further deny the reality of death and enhance the idea that committal is a private affair.  The coffin is seen and touched as little as possible, unless, for example, a specific request is made for it to be left in the house of the deceased overnight.

If baptisms, weddings and funerals are seen as rites of passage, then at least those who seek the rites from the Church ought to be made to feel welcome and accepted and not to feel that they are outsiders who are being tolerated.  It is obvious if the Church, when it is pursuing its primary task – worship, appears esoteric and unrelated to the society it serves, it is failing in its mission.  Since this is its raison d’etre, the Church needs to pay particular attention to providing an opportunity for God to meet man whatever his condition.

In the previous section on touch, attention was drawn to the amount of touching that there is within the rites of the Church.  More informality and spontaneity will serve to free this sense from its ritualised and formal chains.  This is not to advocate a free-for-all, but rather developing a sensitivity and consciousness which will enable meeting within a simple structure of worship.

Taste.

It has already been suggested that the Church has inherited ‘token tasting’ and it is now only necessary to reiterate the need to allow liturgical rites to be flexible to the point where they can incorporate their sense more fully.  For example, Eucharists are not bound to be celebrated at particular hours of the day.  The hour of 8 a.m. on a Sunday is surely no more sacred than 8 p.m. on a weekday.  If the weekday is the occasion of a wedding, why should it not be possible for the wedding feast to follow on naturally from the service?  Convention dictates a break between the two so that there will always be a visual reminder of the memorable day – photographs.  Yet many new buildings are equipped with the resources to provide a wedding reception which might possible take place in an adjacent area, or the same area as the wedding service itself.  If wine is to be served at the reception and the wedding was a nuptial Eucharist, the same wine could be used for both.

Often a family will return home for a party after a baptism, but there is nothing to prevent the party starting in Church as a natural development of the baptism itself.  It is an occasion to be celebrated and therefore there is little gained by dividing the two – baptism from party.  One of the features of baptisms at St Richard’s (op cit ‘Participation’) is the inclusion of the ‘christening cake’ in the offertory procession.  The cake is then shared by all present and the celebration continues uninterrupted.

Smell
Emphasis was laid on the use of flowers in worship.  Here again there is room for extension.  Any plant that is fresh and provides a pleasant smell is to be encouraged.  There is no need for it to take pride of  place or be exaggerated, but when fresh flowers and fruit are available they will not only add to the décor and atmosphere, but also act as a reminder of our natural environment.  It is surprising that so often the flowers are used in churches are cut flowers.  What is to prevent the use of pot plants which are both easily managed and moveable?

Moreover this sense lends itself to the development of the whole idea of offertory.  Worship is a celebration of the whole of life and is more than an offering of money and the bread and wine used for Holy Communion.  Perhaps for convenience sake, we have moved a long way from the offerings made by the Early Church.  In doing so, we have lost an added sense of smell, e.g. the smell of honey and fresh bread.

Any reference to the smell of people immediately brings to mind unsavoury smells, such is our perverted sense of smell.  However, if a group is meeting in the week for worship and people have arrived direct from work, it would be unfortunate of they tried to wash away their ‘work smells’.  The man who has been tarmacing the road, the girl who has just left the dispensary, the garage mechanic or the greengrocer, each will bring a distinctive smell which is a reminder of their work and so a part of what they have to offer.  This is a difficult area of discussion because the sense functions biologically both as a protective and attracting mechanism and so some smells are better washed away, but the decision is then made on the basis of personal preference.

A Look Ahead
One of the aims of this paper has been to stimulate further enquiry which can perhaps best be done amongst those who lack one or more of the senses and who develop ways of compensating for what they lack.  For example, what does a person who is deaf feel is important in the way the liturgy is presented or a wedding conducted?  How does someone who is blind experience ecclesia and which senses are they relying on for it?  Such study might well sharpen our awareness of the senses and their importance in worship.

A second aim has been in the form of a request; namely that we take the senses seriously and understand them as avenues of perception and meeting and so incorporate them within liturgy itself.  To date so much liturgical reform has concentrated on words and a careful interpretation of Christian belief.  Whereas there has been a paucity of effort to involve the whole of man, his body, his senses and his needs.

A final objective has been to draw attention to the vital and dynamic nature of man and to understand him as a living organism struggling for expression and fulfilment.  To achieve this he needs to be able to experience others and relate to others.

In worship he requires easy communication with and experience of God in action with the ecclesia and for all of this he depends upon his senses.  Perhaps, if greater use is made of them, it would be possible, to prevent him becoming like the idols he makes viz

‘They have mouths, but do not speak;

Eyes but do not see.

They have ears but do not hear,

Noses but they do not smell.

They have hands, but do not feel;

Feet but do not walk;

And they do not make a sound in their throat’.

(Psalm XCV)

then he could pray ….

‘Eternal God, hidden source and far-glimpsed goal of our lives: when we reflect that all our experience comes to us through the five narrow gateways of our senses, we are filled with new wonder at the way you have made us.  By sight and hearing, taste, touch and smell, we find our way through life.  By these, also, we find our way towards you, although you are beyond the reach of our senses.  The sight of beauty in nature or art; the sound of speech or song or instrument; the touch and smell of polished wood in Church; the taste of bread and wine: all these we find you in a look of love or concern or someone’s face; in the tone of a trusted voice, the touch of a friendly hand’.42
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