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XXII Societas Liturgica SYDNEY 2009
Almost two hundred participants from twenty-nine countries met in Sydney 10-15 August 2009 for the first Societas Liturgica congress held in the Southern Hemisphere.  The context was unmistakable: participants were welcomed by aboriginal elders in a smoking ceremony, they heard local music performed by a top Australian vocal group The Song Company, they took part in excursions to the Sydney Opera House and Art Gallery, to the tomb of Mary MacKillop and historical Sydney, or explored Sydney Harbour through aboriginal eyes, and, at the end of the day, everyone joined in an Aussie Barbeque with a bush band.  The congress liturgies drew on the work of Australian composers and the congress Eucharist was celebrated by president James Puglisi in the stunning contemporary Cathedral of St Patrick at Parramatta.  Entertainment at the Congress banquet included both Aussie firemen (with sirens) and singers from Opera Australia.

The background of the Australian culture sharpened our study of the congress topic which was chosen in function of our location: The Liturgical Year: The Gospel Encountering our Time.  Obviously, in the Southern Hemisphere, Christmas occurs in mid-summer and Easter falls in autumn.  But what does this mean for our understanding of the liturgical year, its origins and its celebration?

In his Presidential Address on the opening night, James Puglisi highlighted the importance of the social sciences in understanding the context in which liturgy is celebrated and their fundamental role in constructing local theology.  Texts are understood within an event which needs to be interpreted to yield its meaning.  The liturgical event occurring at a specific conjunction of time and place enables the theologian to construct a local theology which grows out of a particular culture.

Harald Buchinger, professor at Regensburg, set out the status questionis by reviewing and assessing common theories of the origins of the Easter and Christmas cycles.  He urged us to extend our understanding by an historical approach ‘from the bottom up’, exploring the lived experience of religious feasts as revealed in music, art and drama.  Finally he proposed for our consideration broader questions in a fundamental liturgical theology, questions touching upon the patterns of liturgical development, the interplay between biblical and liturgical hermeneutics, the Christian notion of feast which draws together mimesis and anamnesis, and the historical primacy of theology or liturgical celebration.
Celebrated theologian of liturgical inculturation, Anscar Chupungco, examined the way in which our culture shapes our celebration of the events of the liturgical year.  The liturgical year is nothing less than the incarnate Christ in our midst Sunday after Sunday, and from Christmas to Easter.  Easter in Autumn, Christmas in Summer, a week structured around the Lord’s Day, the liturgical year is the result of encounter between the gospel and the times and seasons of the year, between the gospel and human history, between the gospel and people’s culture and traditions.
Three Australian scholars presented views on liturgy and time from the perspective of the antipodes.  Anita Monro, drawing on the methodology of Gordon Lathrop, saw meaning-making as a juxtapositional activity, formed in the interaction between binaries or dualities.  What then, she asked, is the outcome of the juxtaposition between the Christian ordo and the Australian environment?  She took as her example the ambiguity of the Christmas ‘Cycle of Light’ in the harsh light of the Australian summer, suggesting a need to work more consciously with the unique, exciting and dangerous juxtaposition of ordo and environment in Australian liturgy.  Tom Elich focussed on the Roman euchology in the early sacramentaries and its patristic catechesis.  He argued that the task of liturgical inculturation operates not so much at the level of the liturgical text (instead of composing Australian texts, we ‘receive the tradition’ into our time and place); rather it comes into play at the level of the actual liturgical event which is inescapably rooted in the people, climate and customs of the Body of Christ in the here and now.  Charles Sherlock explained the very particular Australian commemoration of Anzac Day.  He suggested that the symbol of Dawn at Easter and at Anzac illustrates the differences between anamnesis and mimesis.
As the congress program drew to a close, Dagmar Heller led people in a reflection on the Spirituality of Time in Times of Globalisation.  What is time and how do we experience it, she asked.  She examined the cyclical and linear perceptions of time through history, and the way in which the mechanisms for the measurement of time have opened a gap between absolute/objective time and subjective time.  A Christian perception of time moves us to another dimension.  A spirituality of time sets time in relation to the eternal God, drawing together past, present and future, and  set around the central Easter mystery.  This time-set-apart relativises the pressures of modern life.

Finally two dozen case studies added the sparkle of the specific to the reflection  of the congress participants.  Congress XXII in Sydney 2009 was a fine example of the perfect Societas Liturgica combination: serious scholarship, the camaraderie of liturgical scholars from many different traditions, and the joy of music, meals and new experiences ‘down under’.
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