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The Metaphysics
of Liturgical Beauty

This article has two aims. The first is to pose the question of liturgical
beauty as a philosophical problem and to shed light—within the frame-
work of philosophical realism—on the fundamental issues related to it.
Liturgy, which is a particular instance of ritual and ritual life, has
become an increasingly prominent topic in contemporary humanities,
especially in approaches that draw on anthropological insights. This
development makes the establishment of a framework for philosophi-
cal reflection on the liturgy all the more urgent. It is a distinctive topic
because, as an act of praise and thus also of faith, ritual (including
liturgy) lends itself to fruitful inquiry not only by anthropologically-
oriented disciplines and anthropology proper, but also by theology.
Philosophy, however, appears to reach here the limits of what can be
expressed in its own conceptual language—hence its philosophical
articulation often finds its home in phenomenology, particularly in the
thought of Dietrich von Hildebrand. Given the paradigmatic status of
Thomism in philosophical reasoning, the question of how and to what
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extent the liturgical act can be examined within the assumptions and
conceptual apparatus of philosophical realism—and the difficulties
such an inquiry entails—proves pressing. The second and more funda-
mental aim of this article is to examine the subject itself—namely, the
liturgy (understood here through the conceptual models of the verus
ordo and the novus ordo of the Roman Catholic rite)—in the light of
Thomistic accounts of beauty as a transcendental. This part of the
study also raises the issue of a metaphysics of the absence of beauty in
the liturgy and explores its implications for the glorious dimension of
the liturgical act.

Liturgy—Clarifying the Term

Liturgy may be understood as a cultural phenomenon that can be
observed, studied, and described in its external forms—that is, above
all, in its performative aspect. This perspective is characteristic of
anthropology and the study of religion, whose contributions to the
understanding of ritual (both the nature of ritual action as such and
concrete, historically situated ritual practices within particular com-
munities) are considerable. Liturgy can, however, also be approached
through a reconstruction of the theology from which it arises. This
does not necessarily entail a systematic account of the theology of the
liturgy, but rather its exegesis in a broader sense—an approach that
may, though need not, involve a confessional perspective.

Liturgy and ritual are also legitimate objects of philosophical
reflection, though it seems difficult to identify a clearly dominant
philosophical approach in this area.! What unites these various per-

1 Philosophical reflection here must also be noted as being particularly close to, and
dependent upon, anthropological inquiry—something that is consistent with the practice
of certain subdisciplines, such as the anthropological philosophy of culture. On ritual,
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spectives, however, is the hermeneutical dimension: the task of under-
standing what the liturgy is and what it is intended to reveal.

It must be noted from the outset that there is no sharp distinction in
the scholarly literature between the concepts of “ritual” and “liturgy”;
they are often treated as at least partially interchangeable. In classical
Greek, the term leitourgia referred to any form of public service, and
its semantic range was thus broad. Anyone who performed such a ser-
vice was called a leitourgos. A semantic shift occurred under the influ-
ence of Christianity, which—drawing on the usage of the Septuagint—
employed terms such as leitourgia, leitourgos, and leitourgein in the
sense of religious rites (i.e., divine service, above all temple worship).
Thus, in the Christian tradition, the term “liturgy” appears, for
instance, in reference to the ministry of Zechariah (Luke 1:23) and to
denote “the service of the Lord” (e.g., Acts 13:2). Christianity imposed
upon this term a sacral meaning grounded in certain biblical passages
and posed the question of the relationship between liturgy and rea-
son—what it itself calls “rational worship” (logiké latreia, Rom 12:1).

Joseph Ratzinger-Benedict XVI (a pope particularly attuned to
questions of ritual and of the Catholic liturgical heritage, as evidenced
by his 2007 motu proprio Summorum Pontificum)? emphasized that

including liturgy, approached from philosophical and anthropological perspectives, see:
Roger Caillois L’Homme et le sacré (Gallimard, 1950); Victor Turner, Ritual Process:
Structure and Anti-Structure (Aldine Publishing Company, 1969); René Girard, La vio-
lence et le sacré (Editions Bernard Grasset, 1972); Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual
Practice (Oxford University Press, 1992); Kevin Schilbrack, ed., Thinking Through
Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives (Routledge, 2004); Jean Cuisenier, Penser le ritual
(Presses Universitaires de France, 2006); Terence Cuneo, Ritualised Faith. Essays on
the Philosophy of Liturgy (Oxford University Press, 2016); Diagne, Souleymane Bachir,
ed., Religion et ritualité (Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, 2021).

2Benedict XVI, Summorum Pontificum, July 7, 2007, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 99,
no. 9 (2007): 777-81. English version available at: https://www.vatican.va/content/
benedict-xvi/en/motu_proprio/documents/hf ben-xvi_motu-proprio 20070707 sum-
morum-pontificum.html (accessed May 12, 2025).
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logiké latreia denotes “divine worship in accordance with /ogos,”3 and
that the Logos is therefore its proper and ultimate measure. This ratio-
nality—and the problem of the Logos—already places the liturgy with-
in the horizon of philosophical inquiry.

If such inquiry is to avoid addressing a merely abstract problem and
instead respond to a real question, it must grasp the exegetical and
hermencutical dimension of the issue. That is, it must take into account
the liturgy’s place within a community’s self-understanding. For the
issue at stake is not only whether and to what extent a given liturgy can
be regarded as logike latreia, but also whether a particular liturgical
form (for instance, a specific rite) satisfies the demands of logike
latreia—that is, of the Logos itself.

The present investigation is limited to Christian liturgy, and more
specifically to the Catholic tradition. The analytical “model” for my
argument is the Roman Catholic liturgy in its two currently authorized
expressions: the new (post—Vatican II) and the old (pre-conciliar,
“Tridentine”) form.4 Given the current inability of these forms to coex-
ist peacefully,’ it should be clarified that this article forms part of a

3 Joseph Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, trans. John Saward (Ignatius Press,
2000), 50.

40n the history of the liturgical change, see: Pawet Milcarek, Historia Mszy.
Przewodnik po dziejach liturgii rzymskiej [ A history of the Mass: A guide to the Roman
liturgy through the ages] (Wydawnictwo AA, 2009); Dawid Pietras, Nadzwyczajna
Jorma rytu rzymskiego. Status prawny liturgii i wspolnot [The extraordinary form of the
Roman rite: The legal status of the liturgy and its communities] (Dgbogora, 2021);
Grzegorz Klaja, Msza swigta w nadzwyczajnej formie rytu rzymskiego [The Holy Mass
in the extraordinary form of the Roman rite] (D¢bogora, 2020). Among philosophical
approaches, the phenomenological response stands out as both the most influential and
most fully articulated, see Dietrich von Hildebrand, The Devastated Vinyard, trans. John
Crosby and Fred Teichert (Franciscan Herald Press, 1973).

5 Por. Francis, Traditionis Custodes, July 16, 2021, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 113, no.
8 (2021): 793—6. The English version can be found at: https://www.vatican.va/con-
tent/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/20210716-motu-proprio-traditionis-cus-
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broader research project and represents an attempt to answer the ques-
tion of whether liturgical controversies can be understood as disputes
over beauty—and whether such disputes might be resolved on the
basis of that criterion.

The Catholic Magisterium articulates its understanding of the litur-
gy as follows:

The sacred liturgy is ... the public worship which our Redeemer as Head
of the Church renders to the Father, as well as the worship which the
community of the faithful renders to its Founder, and through Him to the
heavenly Father. It is, in short, the worship rendered by the Mystical
Body of Christ in the entirety of its Head and members.¢

This perspective indicates that the study of the liturgy—when it
both refers to and respects the standpoint of the Catholic liturgical
community (with the Roman Rite serving as a paradigmatic form)—
must include reference to the Absolute-Logos and treat it as the prop-
er measure of liturgical action. In philosophical terms, this means that
the study of the liturgy must be situated within the framework of the
philosophy of God, and that its leading perspective will necessarily be

todes.html (accessed May 21, 2025). The question of the comparison and mutual rela-
tions between the traditional Roman liturgy and its new, postconciliar form has been the
subject of ongoing disputes—historical, juridical, liturgical, and, ultimately, political
(within the Church). In general terms, this debate is framed by the opposing “hermeneu-
tics of continuity” and “hermeneutics of rupture,” though various “cross-positions”
between them are possible. One may dispute—and in fact, the controversy often turns
on this point—whether both liturgies fall within the boundaries of a single rite or con-
stitute distinct rites. It is not, however, controversial to affirm that all parties agree the
Catholic liturgy after Vatican II differs substantially from the pre-conciliar form.

6 Pius XII, Mediator Dei, 1, 9, November 20, 1947, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 39
(1947): 521-94. English version available at: https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-
xii/en/ encyclicals/documents/hf p-xii_enc 20111947 mediator-dei.html (accessed
May 25, 2025).
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metaphysical. This will thus be a metaphysics of the liturgy in a broad-
ly theodicean sense—that is, a reflection on God and His relation to the
world, particularly in its salvific aspect (involving the ideas of guilt
and sin, and their outworking in sacrifice and redemption). Only once
the metaphysical questions have been addressed does the field of more
particular, derivative investigations open up. For this reason, engaging
the compelling question of the “beauty” of the liturgy (inasmuch as it
is a visible act—ritual and liturgy are given only as manifest appear-
ances) and therefore its aesthetics must be preceded by metaphysical
determinations concerning liturgical beauty.

At the same time, the fact that the measure of the rationality
(logike—character) of the liturgy is the Absolute-Logos renders it, in a
certain sense, immeasurable. For if, as will be argued below, the judg-
ment of beauty presupposes the most complete possible knowledge of
the thing in question, and if delight (in the case of liturgy, doxa: glory
or honor given to God) is the consequence of such knowledge, then the
judgment of liturgical beauty can only properly occur “from the side of
the Absolute.” The human being, however, in his temporal condition,
is not capable of fully perceiving or exhaustively judging the meta-
physics of liturgical beauty. He is, in the domain of the transcendentals
generally—and likewise in the sphere of broadly conceived aesthetics
(understood as the subject’s response to an aesthetic stimulus)—
dependent on an obscure, intuitive form of knowledge: the knowledge
of the heart. In human liturgical practice, the measure of the liturgy
contained in the Logos implies, in effect, the absence of certainty
regarding whether the liturgy, as logike latreia, is sufficiently con-
formed to Him. Yet it is precisely this conformity that determines
whether a given liturgical action is orthodox, and thus whether it
expresses “right worship.”?

7 Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 160.
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The anticipated difficulties in the philosophical study of the liturgy
are thus rooted in the specificity of its object. For insofar as, according
to Catholic doctrine, the liturgy is an act in which the principal agent
is Christ-God, the theological perspective cannot be suspended or rel-
ativized, as it points precisely to the essence of the phenomenon under
investigation. At the same time, liturgical action is initiated by human
beings, and it occurs through the act of praise. The Mass (that is, the
liturgy in its highest form within Catholicism)8 is therefore a divine-
human act.

How, then, can Catholic liturgy—especially the liturgy of the
Mass—become a legitimate object of philosophical inquiry? How
might one undertake and articulate a question that, while it arises from
Catholic doctrine, is in its very nature theological? An answer to these
questions requires first delineating the exegetical and hermeneutical
field within which the investigation must take place. A philosophical
approach to Catholic liturgy carried out along these lines will presup-
pose the confession that Christ is the Logos—and therefore that the
Logos is the creative principle of being and its inner measure: 'Ev apyf]
MV 6 Adyog, koi 6 Adyoc iy mpdg TOV bV, koi Ocdc v 6 Adyoc (John
1:1). The liturgical act—above all the Eucharistic celebration—is
meant to involve all of creation; it possesses a cosmic and transhistor-
ical character. It is, in this sense, a total ontological relation.?

8 The Vatican II Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, in
paragraph 10, refers to the liturgy as “the source and summit” (fons et culmen) of the
Christian life, the highest form of which is the Holy Mass. Cf. Second Vatican Council,
Sacrosanctum Concilium, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 56 (1964): 97-134. The English ver-
sion is available at: https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist councils/ii_vatican _council/
documents/vat-ii_const 19631204 sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html (accessed May
25, 2025).

91 do not discuss here the problem of apostasy, evil, demonology, etc.—that is, of a
creature who, by the power of its own will, refuses to be incorporated into the liturgical
action of the Logos and into any act of praise or glorification. A discussion of these
issues would require addressing the question of lack, which also arises in the meta-
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At the same time, however, it is also a work, a product, an art: ars
liturgica, ars celebrandi. In this aspect, it would seem that reflection
upon it should be subject to the same rigor as any inquiry into works
of culture or art. Yet this is not the case. For even in its aspect as ars,
the liturgy presents itself as an object of study that demands particular
interpretative and analytical tools. One can indeed say that it has
authors: prayers have been composed, cultic objects have been fash-
ioned, and both the prayers and the objects of worship are amenable to
philosophical analysis. And yet, at the same time, the liturgy has no
authors. Not only in the sense that its historical originators are often
anonymous (as is the case, for example, with the builders of cathe-
drals), but in the deeper sense that its authors are all those who partic-
ipate in the act of praise—an act which, as previously noted, in some
way represents and makes present the entirety of being.

Even if we were to narrow the question of authorship and partici-
pation to historically identifiable persons, it must still be said that its
authors are the innumerable human beings who, throughout the cen-
turies, have taken up, enacted, and at times modified (typically through
minor adjustments) the ritual acts of the liturgy—priests and laity
alike—as well as those who do so today, and those who will do so in
the future. In this sense, one can say both that the liturgy has authors
and that it does not;!0 that it is a work, and that it is not; that it is a fin-
ished work, and that it is not a finished work.!! Both its essence and its

physics of beauty (as non-beauty). This difficulty, however, does not alter the funda-
mental fact that the recapitulative and redemptive action of Christ in the Sacrifice of the
Mass concerns creation as such.

10 By the creators of the post-conciliar liturgy, one should understand the named and
recognized reformers (or authors) of the new Roman-Catholic liturgy, with Annibale
Bugnini at the forefront. Cf. Yves Chiron, Annibale Bugnini: Reformer of the Liturgy,
trans. John Pepino (Angelico Press, 2018).

11 The issue of the “finitude” of the earthly liturgy requires reference to eschatolog-
ical theology and apocalyptics, especially the Parousia, and in this sense, it constitutes
a theological problem.
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mode of existence as a work that incorporates other works simultane-
ously liken it to and distinguish it from other forms of art—painting,
music, sculpture, and theater.

Being a work under the specific conditions outlined above, the
liturgy is, first and foremost, an action. One could say: not so much a
work as a doing. While the recognition of its essentially performative
character does not eliminate the underlying difficulties, it does help to
order the questions that any serious investigation must address. There
is first the agent—the Logos—and the human priest as secondary
agent; then the matter and forms through which the action is enacted;
and finally, the completed liturgical opus, in which the faithful people
are incorporated. Within this structure, we may distinguish the reality
of the action itself (both actual and prescribed), the reality of the
beings involved (especially persons), and—though this is analogical—
the reality of the products or outcomes.

As this suggests, a comprehensive metaphysical analysis of the
beauty of the liturgy would require an extensive inquiry into the nature
of personal beings, as well as the question of which personal beings—
and in what mode—participate in the liturgical act (e.g., the question
of angelic presence). It would also require reflection on non-personal
beings and the ways in which they are, or are not, represented in the
liturgy as part of the created order. The latter question strongly condi-
tions liturgical analysis wherever its cosmic dimension is considered.
This, in turn, brings with it the risk of overly Platonizing accounts of
liturgy—a risk that, in some measure, is also present in this article—
which ought to be corrected by a proper account of the place of the
body in the liturgy. The theological moment that governs Christian
liturgy is the Incarnation (Logos ensarkomenos, Verbum incarnatum),
and this determines that in the study of liturgy, the problem of the body
is coextensive with the problem of the Logos.

This survey of the theoretical challenges involved—challenges pro-
portionate to the scope of the phenomenon itself—helps to explain and
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justify the aspectual focus of this article’s approach to the metaphysics
of liturgical beauty. Yet the more demanding the object of inquiry, the
more robust must be the method employed. Hence, the liturgy must be
brought into view by means of Thomistic reflection, as is required by
the intellectual culture and tradition of Catholicism itself. Liturgy must
be considered in relation to the totality of being (especially its intelli-
gibility and amabilitas), to the metaphysical status of persons and per-
sonal beings (a concern particularly central to the Polish Thomist
Mieczystaw Gogacz), to non-personal beings and their products,
including the liturgy’s own matter and form—all the way to a selective
application and development of what Etienne Gilson once called the
“particular poietics of the major arts,” as one of his works is subtitled.!2

The relevance of a realist approach is further demonstrated by the
fact that it makes it possible to explore not only the metaphysics of
beauty, but also the metaphysics of non-beauty in the liturgy—thus
opening the way to a consideration of the presence of lack and evil in
the liturgical domain. This direction of inquiry proves particularly
promising. The following analyses are therefore to be regarded as pre-
liminary and exploratory, intended to make possible the formulation of
a comprehensive research program dedicated to the question of litur-
gical beauty.

12 Cf. Etienne Gilson, Matiéres et forms: Poiétique particuliére des arts majeurs
(Vrin, 1964). In this article, I primarily refer to the English edition: Etienne Gilson,
Forms and Substances in the Arts, trans. Salvator Attanasio (Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1966).



The Metaphysics of Liturgical Beauty 47

The Metaphysics of Liturgical Beauty,
the Aesthetics of the Liturgy,
and the Philosophy of Liturgical Art

As stated above, the leading philosophical approach to liturgical stud-
ies should be the metaphysics of beauty. Nevertheless, it is also neces-
sary to place the object of study (the liturgy, including as ars liturgica)
within the broader context of aesthetics and the philosophy of art. As
Piotr Jaroszynski explains,

the concept of aesthetics and aesthetic value refers to the cognitive-emo-
tional activity of the human being, which in turn entails the possibility
of neutralizing ontological claims..., whereas the other [i.e., beauty]
presupposes above all an insight into being itself, which turns out to be
imbued with love and knowledge ultimately derived from the
Absolute.13

Furthermore, the concept of “aesthetic value” pertains primarily to
what exists by and for the subject: from the existence of the artifact to
its interpretation. By contrast, metaphysical beauty means the ordering
of real beings to the intellect and will of the Absolute and is, in its exis-
tence, independent of the perceiving subject.!4 The fact that human
artifacts seem to speak to us more strongly than natural beauty is
linked, according to Jaroszynski, to their connaturality with us (since
they are human products), and thus to the fact that it is in such works
that the depth of personal human life finds expression.!5

13 Piotr Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty] (Redakcja
Wydawnictw KUL, 1986), 116.

14 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pigkna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 117.

15 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pigkna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 117.
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This has important implications for understanding liturgical beauty.
On the one hand, the liturgy is an expression of the human spirit and
personal life oriented toward the Absolute; in this sense, it tends
toward achieving and expressing aesthetic value as dominant. On the
other hand, because of its cosmic character, which incorporates the
whole of being into the act of praise, liturgy is determined by the beau-
ty of natural beings—that is, by metaphysical beauty. This beauty is
nonetheless taken up and shaped by a subject, the liturgist. In his philo-
sophical reflections on liturgy, Dietrich von Hildebrand described this
dynamic—in the terms of his philosophical school—as a “conspiring
with the logos of things,”16 a phrase that aptly captures the subjective-
metaphysical (and simultaneously aesthetic-ontic) participation and re-
presentation of being in the liturgical act.

In this sense (that is, as liturgical, and thus as glorious),!” the beau-
ty of natural beings becomes the measure of liturgical orthodoxy, that
is, the correctness of the act of praise. This liturgical orientation can be
found in various traditions—for instance, in ancient Greek culture,
where “beauty was primarily associated with natural forms, because,
existing ‘more strongly’ than human intentional creations, they implied
the creative power of the Supreme Being.”!8 In Christian liturgy, the

16 The expression “conspiring with the logos of things” is borrowed from Dietrich
von Hildebrand, who wrote: “This activist, irreverent attitude results in the dying out of
the rhythmical law of the being’s inner unfolding, especially in the vital, intellectual,
and spiritual spheres. Men have ceased to understand what an indispensable function the
so-called superfluous ‘by-work’ possesses; they have ceased to conspire with the objec-
tive logos of things; they want to fabricate things brutally, from the outside, without any
sense of the dramatic character of the being’s unfolding itself in time.” Dietrich von
Hildebrand, Liturgy and Personality (Longmans, Green and Co., 1946), 141-2.

17 One might venture a functional neologism here—praising as a predicate of being,
designating that which exists as an act of praise.

18 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 118. Let us note
here Wtadystaw Tatarkiewicz’s striking claim that “beauty played almost no role in
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aim is for the liturgical act to “incorporate” the naturalness of matter,
understood as derivative of and dependent upon the creative Absolute.
If, as must be assumed in any theological reflection on Christian litur-
gy, being is “marked” by the Logos, this means not only that it is in
some measure intelligible, but also that the matter of which it is com-
posed is not insignificant and, therefore, not metaphysically indiffer-
ent:

If we say that the Absolute “wills” something to exist, it also ‘wills’ that
it be determined in a particular way.!9

Jewish worship and religiosity.” See: Wiadystaw Tatarkiewicz, Historia estetyki [The
history of aesthetics], vol. 2, Estetyka sredniowieczna [Medieval aesthetics] (Arkady,
1988), 13. Tatarkiewicz also contrasts Greek and Jewish aesthetics in a way that raises
the question of whether—and to what extent—he understands what he identifies as a
peculiar aesthetic insensitivity on the part of the Israelites: “The Israelites had neither
sculptors nor painters, and for the most part ceased to practice the fine arts. A further
consequence of their [anti-idolatry prohibitions — J.M.] seems to be that the aesthetic
needs of the people diminished. And if they were expressed at all, it was not in the beau-
ty of form but in the richness of material.” Tatarkiewicz, Historia estetyki [The history
of aesthetics], 17. Engaging critically with this problematic claim lies, unfortunately,
beyond the scope of this article.

19 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 105. Sergey
Averintsev, who stood closer to the Eastern tradition, wrote on this subject as follows:
“Let us clarify with an example: if only water may be used for baptism out of all possi-
ble liquids, then the ‘wateriness’ of water acquires particular significance—and the
same may be said of the bread and wine as Eucharistic substances, or of the material
composition of the world as it is sanctified in the wax of candles. A substance that is
chosen and set apart thereby acquires significance and, consequently, meaning.
Likewise, if the Lord on Sinai commands that sacred objects be made specifically of
gold, and not of any other material, then the very property of gold—that it is gold—is
elevated to the level of the sacred. The making of the lampstand, as commanded, was to
be ‘of pure gold.’ Bezalel does not become a creator, bringing into being that which does
not exist, but rather resembles a priest who, according to the prescribed order, ‘cele-
brates’ the liturgy: for it is not he who celebrates the mystery of the liturgy, but that
which celebrates it through him—something that exists in itself independently of him,
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The study of liturgical beauty does not end with the contrast
between ‘“aesthetics and aesthetic value” and “the metaphysics of
beauty,” but may be complemented by the philosophy of art (the ars
aspect). Etienne Gilson understood the philosophy of art as the study
of the relationship between the work and the artist (while aesthetics
studies the relationship between art and beauty). The key difference
between these two approaches lies in the fact that the philosophy of art
concerns matter in the metaphysical sense (prime matter), that is, mat-
ter that is not itself a product of art. Aesthetics, as both Gilson and
Jaroszynski seem to agree, does not study the matter of the work.20 Yet
if liturgy is a rational act performed upon being marked by the Logos,
then its materiality has significant philosophical implications.

The term “aesthetics,” introduced by Alexander Baumgarten in his
Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poéma pertinentibus, orig-
inally referred to a theory of sensory cognition (cogitatio sensitiva)
and the issue of evaluative judgments concerning the beautiful. The
subjective and subiective?! dimension thus lies at the heart of aesthet-
ic concerns from the outset. Gilson, too, wrote:

Aesthetics is the apprehension of the beautiful as produced by the fine
arts.22

though realized through him.” Sergey S. Averintsev, “Zoloto v sisteme simvolov kul’tu-
ry rannevizantijskoj” [Gold in the System of Symbols of Early Byzantine Culture], in:
Sergej S. Averintsev, Poétika rannevizantijskoj literatury [The poetics of early
Byzantine literature] (Azbuka-klassika, 2004), 410.

20 Cf. Piotr Jaroszynski, “Wstep” [Introduction], in Etienne Gilson, Materie i formy.
Pojetyki szczegotowe sztuk gtownych [Matter and form: A particular poietics of the major
arts], trans. Maria Gawron-Zaborska (Zache¢ta — Narodowa Galeria Sztuki, 2023), 17.

21 What is at issue here is the distinction between the subjective psychological
aspect and the ontological aspect pertaining to teh subject as such.

22 Gilson, Forms and Substances, 2.
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The work of art links aesthetics to the philosophy of art, whose prop-
er object is “human activity in the general order of making, whose prop-
er end is to produce beautiful objects.”?3 Accordingly, liturgy may be
examined both from the standpoint of aesthetics and that of the philos-
ophy of art. However, | maintain that such inquiries should be preced-
ed by a consideration of kalological questions—that is, those belonging
to that part of metaphysics which discusses beauty as a transcendental
property of being. The liturgy’s relationship to the Logos, and the fact
that it is meant to express the inclination-delight (praise, worship, glo-
rification) of being through the human person turned toward the
Absolute (its cosmic dimension), means that the metaphysics of beauty
must be the foundational perspective, while the conclusions of aesthet-
ics and the philosophy of art apply to the liturgy only conditionally and
partially—for instance, to the extent that liturgical objects may be
works of art, or that the liturgy may be conceived as an image or the-
ater, emphasizing its performative aspect. This, in turn, gives rise to the
issue of delight and aesthetic valuation of the liturgy and liturgical
experience. For liturgy may be understood as a kind of art and a work
of art (or a collection of such works), and thus as a cultural artifact. It
is also something received: both observed and enacted (a question of
participation—from the priest and ministers to the participatio actuosa
of the faithful). It can therefore be analyzed from the perspective of aes-
thetics and the aesthetic responses it evokes.

The metaphysics of beauty in the framework of philosophical real-
ism allows us not only to address the problem of the beauty of the litur-

23 Gilson, Forms and Substances, 3. The author clarifies: “These objects are com-
monly known as ‘works of art.”” However, reflections on the liturgy suggest limiting
oneself to the term “beautiful objects,” since liturgical vessels—often highly exquis-
ite—though they may be regarded as works of art, and even as museum exhibits, are not
created with the same purpose as works of art sensu stricto. Perhaps the closest term
here would be “applied art,” or rather, “works of applied art.”

995
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gy, but also that of its non-beauty. On the grounds of liturgical anti-
aesthetics, the question arises of how the perception of the Absolute by
the human subject can be hindered or even obstructed—rnon-beauty in
the liturgy may obscure the relation between the Logos and being, or
even the very presence of the Logos itself. As such, it appears as an act
against logiké latreia, and thus against the human being offering
praise, and ultimately against the Logos Himself. These issues demand
a separate and more detailed treatment.

For now, the conclusion is as follows: a comprehensive philosoph-
ical investigation of liturgical beauty requires an account of its perfor-
mative nature and a full recognition of the role of the body, while
maintaining the sequence: metaphysics of liturgical beauty, philosophy
of liturgical art, aesthetics of liturgy. In more narrowly focused
inquiries, the second and/or third perspective may be interchanged or
even omitted, depending on the particular research question at stake.
As will be shown below, however, the aesthetic aspect of the liturgy—
subjective, affective, and personal—is in fact deeply intertwined with
the metaphysical dimension. For the liturgy is meant to be not only a
logikeé-charactered act (objective, intellectual dimension), but also a
sacrificial and loving act (the subjective, volitional, affective dimen-
sions).

Beauty
in the Thought of St. Thomas Aquinas

St. Thomas never dedicated a separate treatise to beauty, nor did he
provide a systematic account of this issue in any of his numerous writ-
ings. He also did not enumerate beauty among the transcendentals.
Nevertheless, Aquinas’ contribution to the philosophy of beauty
includes two essential and inescapable definitions: Pulchra... dicuntur,
quae visa placent (S.Th. 1, 5, a. 4, ad 1)—"Things are called beautiful
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which, when seen, please,” and pulchrum... dicatur id cuius ipsa appre-
hensio placet (S.Th. 1-11, q. 27, a. 1, ad 3)—"“The beautiful is that
which pleases when apprehended.”

At first glance, these may appear to be aesthetic definitions,
grounded in the subjective experience of beauty and its perceptual
effects. Accordingly, they might seem to fall outside the purview of
metaphysics and to offer little to a metaphysical investigation of litur-
gical beauty. In neither case is beauty treated as a transcendental—that
is, as something revealing being in the act of existence. The first defi-
nition in particular seems overtly subjective. And yet, Piotr
Jaroszynski has demonstrated that it is in fact a metaphysical, relation-
al, and “essentialist” definition.24 The apparent reference to the human
observer ultimately refers not to the human person, but to the Absolute;
in this light, visa placent signifies not a human perception but the con-
formity of being to the intellect and will of the Absolute. Thus, the
order disclosed in the definition is not aesthetic but metaphysical.2s

The second definition is both objective and aesthetic. Beauty is here
considered from an aesthetic perspective, understood according to
three classical aspects: claritas, proportio, and perfectio—with the
object of apprehension being the forma intelligibilis. This is the intel-
lectualism of aesthetic experience. The objectivity of the definition is
evident in the emphasis on the object as such. A consistent and precise
understanding of beauty along these lines would define it as “being as
a determinate content in act.”26 Any further judgments about a being or
phenomenon, according to Jaroszynski’s reading, would belong to the
order of aesthetics. Jaroszynski also draws attention to distortions in
the understanding of beauty that arise from overemphasizing the

24 Jaroszyniski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 109.
25 Jaroszyniski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 108-109.
26 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 110.
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objective side at the expense of the subjective and relational aspects—
an approach often adopted as an overcorrection to the dominant mod-
ern and contemporary currents that tend to over-subjectivize beauty.2”
Against this, the relational perspective is better supported by the fun-
damental ordering of being to the intellect and will of the Absolute,
who is, eo ipso, the final term of all relations.

It is all the more important, then, to emphasize that the intellectual
aspect of apprehension (apprehensio) is completed by a volitional one
(placet). What is at stake is not simply knowledge, but the delight or
enjoyment that arises from it. Certainly, as coming from the Absolute
as Logos (Intellect), every being is intelligible to the human intellect.
But precisely as coming from the Absolute, it is also willed by Him.
And if this Absolute is Love, then the being that comes into existence
is not only willed, but also loved by Him. As willed and loved, the
being is therefore good. Thus, the fundamental dynamism of being is
rooted in love, and love, eo ipso, is the foundation of beauty as the
expression of being. This means that beauty is not defined only by the
intellectual moment of apprehension, but is decisively shaped by the
volitional aspect—delight (placet)—which reveals the being as lov-
able: permeated by love and existing for the sake of love (with love as
the final cause).

As indicated above, the Thomistic distinction between real beings
and artifacts poses particular difficulties for the study of the liturgy,
insofar as the liturgy both is and is not a human artifact, and insofar as,
in its cosmic dimension, it encompasses all real beings. Beauty plays a
pivotal role in this context because it reveals the unity and integrity of
being. It does so by disclosing all the transcendentals together, func-
tioning as a kind of mediator between the good and the true. “Truth
conditions knowledge, the good conditions choices. Beauty conditions

27 Jaroszyniski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 113.
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the wonder that arises from knowledge and choice”; therefore, “beau-
ty binds together truth and goodness.”?8 In this way, beauty itself
points to the convertibility of the transcendentals, being itself a tran-
scendental. Its effect on the intellect is cognition; on the will, the desire
for the good. The response to it takes the form of wonder (admiratio)
and of that total and unidirectional absorption—directed toward the
Absolute—which we call contemplation.2

28 Michat Zembrzuski, “Estetyka, czyli filozofia pigckna” [Aesthetics, or The philos-
ophy of beauty], in Tomizm konsekwentny [Consistent Thomism], ed. Artur Andrzejuk
(Campidoglio 2002), 108.

29 The issues discussed here correspond to the neo-Thomistic position of Joseph
Pieper, who explains the phenomenon of worship in the context of leisure (that is, the
sphere of human existence not subject to appropriation and subjugation by work), which
is in turn connected to the capacity for contemplative absorption. In the context of
leisure and worship, we read: “Temple’ has a certain meaning (reflected also in its ety-
mology, cf. Greek temenos, from temnein, to cut; Latin templum): a definite physical
space has been ‘cut off” by enclosure or fencing from the rest of the land, whose surface
was divided up for farming or other uses. These sectioned-off spaces were handed over
to the possession of the gods and were not inhabited or planted but were removed from
all practical use. Just so, through religious festival, and for the sake of religious festival,
or ‘cult,’” from day-to-day time a definite period was separated off, and this period of
time, no otherwise than the ground-surfaces of the temple and places of sacrifice, would
not be used, and would likewise be kept from use. Every seventh day was such a time
period. It is the ‘festival-time’ that came to be in precisely this way.” Joseph Pieper,
Leisure: The Basis of Culture, trans. Gerald Malsbary (St. Augustine’s Press, 1998), 71.
His argument leads him to the conclusion that a distinctive feature of Christian worship
is that “it is at once sacrifice and sacrament. Insofar as the celebration of Christian wor-
ship is sacrifice, taking place in the midst of creation and reaching its highest aftirma-
tion and fulfillment in this sacrifice of the God—Man, to this extent it is truly an eternally
valid celebration so that even the weekday is called feria in Latin: the liturgy only rec-
ognizes festival-days.” Pieper, Leisure, 77 (original emphasis). It should be noted—this
being directly related to our analyses of the beauty of the liturgy—that the author
emphasizes the visibility of the liturgical action: “But, insofar as this sacrificial ritual is
also a sacrament, it takes place as a bodily visible sign.” Pieper, Leisure, 77 (original
emphasis). Thus, the analysis of the beauty of this visibility and the search for an answer
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Thomistic Conceptions of Beauty
and the Liturgy

Liturgy is an act of contemplation in the sense outlined above. The
more it is orthodox—that is, rightly doxological, logike latreia—the
more it is contemplative. And the more it is contemplative, the more it
becomes orthodox. Although, as previously mentioned, the knowledge
of the transcendentals takes place on the level of the “language of the
heart” and remains indistinct,30 the features of beauty as related to the
transcendentals manifest themselves as wholeness, perfection, and the
radiance of form—that is, integritas, perfectio, claritas formae. These
in turn define the direction and character of orthodox liturgy as ratio-
nal divine service.

If the Absolute is Logos, then liturgy too is an intellectual and
logiké-charactered action, and therefore—understood exegetically—is
subject to “measure, number, and weight” (mensura, numerus et pon-
dus3'). Wholeness in liturgy thus corresponds to the wholeness of

to the question of whether what we see corresponds to the essence of beauty appears as
a fundamental problem of philosophy related to Catholicism and, more broadly, to
Christianism. This liturgical feria, which Pieper writes about, allows us to understand
the contemplative aspect of human existence in general, and vice versa, the contempla-
tive nature of human beings allows us to grasp and reveal the true importance of reli-
gious ritual. In the context that interests us, Pieper’s remark about this aspect of con-
templation—happiness, contained in the Latin term delectatio, is also important. Pieper
emphasizes its dual meaning: both “the spiritual joy of the heart and mind and the plea-
sure of man’s sensual nature. Thomas, however, is referring to both when he says that
in happiness are supremely united goodness, beauty, desirability and delectabilissimum,
that which confers profoundest pleasure.” Joseph Pieper, Happiness and Contemplation,
trans. Richard and Clara Winston (Pantheon Books Inc., 1958), 45. Beauty, therefore,
has to do with contemplation and the delight that flows from it, delectabilissimum.

30 Zembrzuski, “Estetyka” [Aesthetics], 107.

3LCE. Wis 11:21 [Vulgata.
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being and is expressed in the manner of engaging and integrating being
into the liturgical action.32 Perfection relates to the logiké-character, so
that orthodox liturgy eliminates personal impression or invention on
the part of the celebrant,33 as well as frenzy or ecstasy understood as a
disregard for—or rejection of—measure, number, and weight. Its hall-
mark is balance. Radiance of form, in turn, pertains to the broadly
understood aesthetic factor—namely, to the successful expression of
the relationship between Logos, the being marked by it, and the human
person as liturgist. A successful mode of expression will be one that
reveals the claritas formae through the synchronization of human litur-
gical expression (e.g., liturgical music) with the measure, number, and
weight that permeate being (music as measure), as well as of the intel-
lectual factor (the cognition of music as measure) with the volitional
one (the delight in music as measure).

32 An illustration may be found in a passage from the Exsultet—the Easter procla-
mation, an ancient hymn traditionally attributed to St. Ambrose and known in its present
form since the seventh century: “Sed jam columnae hujus praeconia novimus, / quam in
honorem Dei rutilans ignis accendit. / Qui, licet sit divisus in partes, / mutuati tamen
luminis detrimenta non novit. / Alitur enim liquantibus ceris, / quas in substantiam pre-
tiosae hujus lampadis / apis mater eduxit.” English translation: “But now we know the
praises of this pillar, / which glowing fire ignites for God’s honor, / a fire into many
flames divided, / yet never dimmed by sharing of its light, / for it is fed by melting wax,
/ drawn out by mother bees / to build a torch so precious.” United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops, “The Exultet: The Proclamation of Easter,” https://www.usccb.org/
prayer-worship/liturgical-year/easter/easter-proclamation-exsultet (accessed July 10,
2025). Let us emphasize the presence of lower natures (animalia, res naturales) and
their “contribution” to the liturgy: bees—wax (and subsequently: the candle-maker, the
candle, the fire).

33 Except, of course, in situations where improvisation is necessary, such as various
adverse circumstances (e.g., liturgy improvised in labor camps, in exile, etc.). Even
there, however, an effort is made to achieve the greatest possible propriety, as if coun-
tering the improvised elements. Improvisation in the liturgy is a concession, not its prop-
er form.



58 Justyna Melonowska

Although Jaroszynski convincingly demonstrated that the meta-
physics of beauty cannot be over-objectivized—that is, it must not lose
sight of or negate the importance of the subjective element (the rela-
tional understanding of the metaphysics of beauty)—this very subjec-
tive aspect not only complicates but also weakens reflections on the
metaphysical beauty of the liturgy. This results from the fact that a
liturgy that is “fully beautiful” can only be conceived as one that fully
knows the Absolute, fully comprehends and integrates the entirety of
being into the act of praise, and ultimately has in the Absolute the full-
ness of delight—the Absolute being the exclusive content of the desire
of the human subject, who knows Him to the degree his nature allows.
Perfectly beautiful liturgy would be an act of pure and full contempla-
tion; even so, the measure of this fullness would ultimately be the
Logos.34

34 As has been noted, when discussing the metaphysical aspects of the Christian litur-
gical ritual, one must take into account the incarnational character of the Logos, and thus
the fact that to some extent the Logos makes Himself knowable and comprehensible, even
establishing the rite (cf. Mt. 26:26-30). The Logos so understood—both theologically and
confessionally—remains in a different relation to humanity and the world than the philo-
sophically conceived Absolute. (For the purposes of the present discussion, however, I use
these terms interchangeably, which is justified by the search for the most strictly philo-
sophical, rather than theological, grounding of claims concerning the metaphysics of litur-
gical beauty in Christianity, especially—as treated here as a model—the Catholic liturgy.)
Nonetheless, whether understood as the Logos-Christ or as God-the-Absolute, He may
recognize that even His fullest comprehension by a given subject is so far removed from
Who He is in His essence that the liturgical act must be regarded as inadequate (in the
sense of not corresponding to the fullness of the Logos). It is also only the Logos and the
Absolute who know to what degree and in what manner He is comprehensible to a given
nature. Therefore, the fact that that nature itself concludes it can know no more is not a
proper measure of the fullness of the liturgy. That fullness would be solely the declaration
of the Logos, the Absolute: “You can know Me no more,” and further, “You cannot take
greater delight in Me” (““You can contemplate Me no more”). All this means that liturgy
by its nature is always a kind of “concession,” insofar as God (the Logos, the Absolute)
cannot be fully known and thus He “accedes” to expressions commensurate with the given
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This means that, in terms of beauty, liturgy as a human act is an
approach toward fullness, rather than its realization. That approach is
expressed in the kind of liturgical action that attempts to grasp and
manifest something of the nature of the Logos, and which is therefore
at once intelligible and lovable. Liturgy is an action directed toward
the Logos, and thus objective and revealing Him as worthy of love,
hence subjective. The well-known dictum attributed to the theologian
and Catholic convert Frederick William Faber (+1863), that the Holy
Mass is “the most beautiful thing this side of Heaven,” constitutes an
invitation to evaluate Christian liturgies according to this very mea-
sure—namely, the highest measure attainable on this side. Even while
remaining conscious that, in its theological aspect, the full expression
of liturgy is apocalyptic?s, which in the exegetical-hermeneutical per-
spective means that it is an unveiling and a manifestation—a revela-
tio—and thus presupposes a vision of the whole (fullness of knowl-
edge and fullness of delight).

In view of the above, it may be concluded that liturgy that is meta-
physically beautiful should possess the following fundamental charac-
teristics:

» It should “conspire with the logos of things”—that is, be “mea-
sured, numbered, and weighed,” and therefore exhibit a clear intellec-
tual orientation (it should be /ogiké-charactered).

* (From the above it follows that) it should make use of natural mate-
rials and present them as lovable.

* It should be permeated by ritualism, insofar as ritualism is the safe-
guarding of “measure, number, and weight.” It should be formal.

particular being, including the human measure. (An exhaustive discussion of this issue
would require engaging with angelology and considering biblical images of the heavenly
hierarchies as incorporated into the heavenly liturgy proportionally to their proximity to
the throne of God, and thus proportionally to their knowledge.)

35 Cf. Rev 4:1T.
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* Being formal, it should also be formative—that is, it should affect
the will in conjunction with the intellect, in order to arouse and con-
firm the delight found by the subject in the creative Absolute, who is
at once the Logos penetrating matter and whose action—in the theo-
logical sense, accessible to philosophy on exegetical-hermeneutical
grounds—has an incarnational dimension and an apocalyptic felos.
* The incarnational (divine) dimension points to the human body in
the liturgy: from the actions of the priest to the bodies of the faithful
and the bodily expressions of praise.
* Engaging and subordinating the intellect and the will, it should
arouse that highest form of delight which is contemplation.
» It should preserve and express the radiance of form (claritas for-
mae), integritas, and claritas.
* It should be traditional in the sense in which traditio means that
which is handed down and received.3¢ Liturgy does not and should not
have authors. It ought to preserve and cultivate an “artisanal” disposi-
tion (i.e., one that follows a model), rather than an “artistic” one (i.e.,
one based on individual creative “genius”).

These are the conditions that a liturgy must fulfill if it is to be meta-
physically beautiful, and only secondarily aesthetically beautiful (the

36 Regarding tradition as the transmission of the liturgy, we read: “From the litur-
gy’s character as a repository of Tradition and a means of its communication there
derive a certain number of marks which make it into a sacred didascalia, a tuition in the
life of holiness, a kind of spiritual matrix in which Christians are formed.” Yves Congar,
Tradition and Traditions: An Historical and a Theological Essay, trans. Michale Naseby
and Thomas Rainborough (The Macmillan Company, 1966), 357—8. Furthermore, in the
context of its conservative character (to which my argument corresponds as the “prin-
cipium of the rubrics,” i.e., a critique of invention and improvisation): “The liturgy is by
nature conservative. Its essence is the preservation intact of something entrusted to the
faithful and withdrawn from profanation. By its nature, too, it is both congregational and
hierarchical, the act of the whole people as well as of man specially ordained. It thus
shows, in a specially notable way, the pattern that, as we have already seen, belongs to
a subject of Tradition.” Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 359 (original emphasis).
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latter insofar as it corresponds to metaphysical determinations). The
concrete liturgical situation in contemporary Catholicism—particular-
ly the transformation of the Roman Rite and the complex reality
(canonically, doctrinally, disciplinarily, historically, juridically, and
socially) of the coexistence of two expressions of the one rite—as well
as, in light of the foregoing considerations, the striking fact that the
post-conciliar Catholic liturgical system has a discernible author (or
authors), together with the persistent phenomena of liturgical abuse
and so-called liturgical kitsch,37 all compel us to inquire not only into
the metaphysics of liturgical beauty, but also into that of its absence
(liturgical non-beauty).38

37 The word “kitsch” appeared around 1860 in Germany and is well established in
that language. Verkitchen means: 1. to smuggle something; 2. to sell something other
than what was ordered. There are two ways of defining kitsch: definitions that charac-
terize it by the formal properties of given objects, and definitions that analyze the phe-
nomenon of kitsch through the traits of the receiver and/or the creator of kitsch (kitsch
is that which pleases the “kitschman’). Cf Abraham Moles, Psychologie du Kitsch: [’art
du bonheur [Psychology of kitsch: The art of happiness] (Denoél/Gonthier, 1971);
Maria Poprzecka, O zfej sztuce [On bad art] (Wydawnictwa Artystyczne i Filmowe,
1998). Whether contemporary Catholicism in its liturgical forms becomes a supporter of
kitsch remains a disputed question. In a certain sense, however, kitsch is a modern phe-
nomenon—at least insofar as it is connected with the improvement of techniques and
the pace of reproduction and copying of works of art and other content. In the context
of the modernization of taste, attention should therefore be drawn to the following state-
ment by Cardinal Montini, later Paul VI, a protagonist of the liturgical reform: “The
Church will divest itself, if need be, of whatever royal cloak still remains on its sover-
eign shoulders, so that it may put on the simpler forms modern taste demands.” Cardinal
Giovanni Montini, “Lenten Pastoral Letter of 1962,” as cited by Henry J. A. Sire,
Phoenix from the Ashes: The Making, Unmaking, and Restoration of Catholic Tradition
(Angelico Press, 2015), 364.

38 Cf. Ratzinger, Spirit of the Liturgy, 123—4 (emphasis added): “It becomes clear
that the senses belong to faith, that the new seeing does not abolish them, but leads them
to their original purpose. Iconoclasm rests ultimately on a one-sided apophatic theolo-
gy, which recognizes only the Wholly Other-ness of the God beyond all images and
words, a theology that in the final analysis regards revelation as the inadequate human
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For on the one hand, from a Thomistic standpoint, it must be said
that what exists is beautiful (an ontic determination), even if it does not
elicit delight (an aesthetic determination). On the other hand, howev-
er, liturgy as the act of cosmic praise (cognition—delight) by creation
contemplating the Absolute allows us to suppose that ugliness is a
refusal of the cognition of the Absolute and, consequently, a refusal of
delight—even when the subject participates in the liturgy in a directly
“ecstatic” manner, since in such a case, the delight is directed toward
an unrecognized or improperly recognized Absolute. This, in turn,
opens the problem of lack, and thus of metaphysical and moral evil.

It is therefore necessary, in the next step, to illuminate the meta-
physics of liturgy from the standpoint of ugliness. In practice, the study
of the phenomenon of liturgical ugliness, impropriety, and similar
issues allows for a fairly comprehensive level of analysis, since nega-
tive evaluative judgments tend to be easier to argue for than positive
ones (“I dislike this because it is too...” vs. “This is simply beautiful!”).

reflection of what is eternally imperceptible. But if this is the case, faith col-
lapses.” As a result, “matter is absolutized and thought of as completely impervious to
God, as mere matter, and thus deprived of its dignity.” Cf. also Joseph Ratzinger and
Vittorio Messori, The Ratzinger Report: An Exclusive Interview on the State of the
Church, trans. Salvator Attanasio and Graham Harrison (Ignatius Press, 1985), 128:
“More and more clearly we can discern the frightening impoverishment which takes
place when people show beauty the door ... ‘Simple’ liturgy does not mean poor or
cheap liturgy: there is the simplicity of the banal and the simplicity that comes from spir-
itual, cultural and historical wealth.” Notabene, there is a subtle difference between the
Polish and the English translations of Ratzinger’s Der Geist der Liturgie (unfortunate-
ly, I do not have access to the original German text to determine which rendering is more
accurate). While the English version quoted above states that a radically apophatic
approach to revelation leads to the “collapse of faith,” the Polish translation asserts that
“[it] causes faith to lose all support” (“powoduje [ono], ze wiara traci wszelki punkt
oparcia”). Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, Duch liturgii [The spirit of the liturgy], trans. Eliza
Pieciul (Christianitas, 2002), 112—13. The interpretation offered by the Polish translator
aligns more closely with my own understanding.
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The Metaphysics of Liturgical Non-Beauty

Just as in the question of beauty, so too in the case of non-beauty, it is
necessary to clarify the distinction between the metaphysical and the
aesthetic perspectives. The first (metaphysics) requires us to affirm—
even in the face of things that are non-beautiful (ugly, deformed)—that
insofar as something is a being, it is beautiful. It is such in the onto-
logical order. The problem of beauty is thus a question of being (and
therefore of plenitude), whereas non-beauty emerges as a question of
privation. The second perspective (aesthetic) pertains to the intention-
al order and allows us not only to raise questions about artifacts
(including Gilson’s “matters and forms™), but also about the volitional
aspect, that is, the pleasure or displeasure drawn from a work (in our
case, pleasure or lack thereof in the liturgy, including strongly negative
or even aversive reactions).

Let us emphasize, then, that in the metaphysical sense, everything
that is, is beautiful. The absence of beauty in the liturgy would thus
occur on the aesthetic plane, not the ontic one, and would therefore
result from a lack of knowledge. This lack of knowledge may stem
from subjective conditions (e.g., fatigue, dulled sensitivity, etc.), and
thus does not properly belong to the metaphysics of beauty, which is
concerned with intelligibility “in the broadest sense, not limited to the
current capacities of man.”3 Intelligibility here means that “a being is
actually knowable in the aspect of being, whereas more particular
determinations of being are knowable potentially, which means that
there is nothing in being that could not be known, even though not
everything is currently known.”40 It is therefore possible that some-
thing fails to please us because it is, as yet, unknowable to us, and thus

39 Jaroszynfiski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 119.
40 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 120.
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not known. (And this unknowability may arise either from the object
itself or from the condition of the subject. A metaphysical approach
requires a perspective independent of the question of the subject’s cur-
rent cognitive abilities.) But it is also possible that something is know-
able and yet does not please.4! In that case, the question becomes
whether and to what extent it has actually been known by the recipi-
ent. These are two scenarios that must be considered.

A lack of delight (and a subjective sense of deformity or ugliness)
may therefore mean that a being is, in some aspect, not yet sufficient-
ly known. But if it were known—or when it is known—it would evoke
delight. The perception of deformity is thus situated within the subject
and, in a certain sense, “accuses” him (points to a deficit of knowl-
edge). It is not difficult to agree with Piotr Jaroszynski when he notes
that a more intriguing possibility is that something is known, and yet
still does not please.42 Again, however, the question of subjective con-
ditions suggests itself first (insufficient knowledge, etc.); on the level
of the object, it may be that among the objects of knowledge, there
exists a dynamic shaped by a hierarchy of beautiful things, such that
the beauty of some may obscure or eclipse the beauty of others.+
Neither of these cases, however, falls within the scope of our current
analysis, since the object of investigation here is the metaphysical
account of liturgical non-beauty.

Does the assumption of the intelligibility of being, in the context of
the convertibility of the transcendentals, not lead to the conclusion that
non-beauty (ugliness) does not exist? It seems that the acceptance of
this conclusion—no matter how contrary it may be to common human
experience—is a necessity. Thus,

41 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 120.
42 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 120.
43 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 120.
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There are no reasons that would cause the cognition of a being in the
specified aspect not to be accompanied by a certain delight. Every
being, in its essence and in the proportionate measure of its existence, is
beautiful in its own way. (...) In every being, existing with an unrepeat-
able act of existence and determined by its proper form, there is some-
thing wonderful. This is the foundation of all other beauty.44

This assertion, however much it may seem contrary to intuition, is
nevertheless consistent with the previously presented understanding of
liturgy as an act of praise offered by being, marked by the Logos and
oriented toward Him. The Thomistic metaphysics of beauty expresses
the intelligible-lovable perfection of being. In this sense, it obliges us
to acknowledge that every liturgy is beautiful in the metaphysical
sense. To judge a liturgy as metaphysically non-beautiful could only
result from identifying in it some ontological lack. But in order to
affirm such a lack, the knowing subject would have to possess a full
and exhaustive knowledge of the whole of being. Such knowledge,
however, is not given to man—thus confirming the thesis previously
formulated: that the ultimate measure of the beauty of the liturgy lies
in the Absolute.

Hence return the questions related to the subject, specifically to the
human capacity—or rather incapacity—to know the fullness of being,
and thereby to recognize and evaluate the absence of being.
Jaroszynski’s argument leads to the conclusion that what is—and for
the very reason that it is—can and ought to be acknowledged as beau-
tiful. The author himself recognizes the psychological difficulty asso-
ciated with this position.4s Yet it seems that, in reference to the liturgy,

44 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 120—1.
45 Cf. Jaroszynski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 122.
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the claim of the impossibility of non-beauty is not as counterintuitive
as it might be in other aesthetic contexts. For in its very essence (i.e.,
as a being-in-praise, a glorious being), liturgy is beautiful, whatever its
external form. It is not difficult to illustrate this point by pointing to a
liturgy celebrated in unfavorable circumstances (e.g., in exile), in
poverty, and perhaps even in material or formal impropriety. Not only
despite the means employed, but precisely by means of them (includ-
ing the lack of aesthetic refinement), the fundamental dimension of
liturgy is revealed: the cognition and delight of man in being, and his
turning toward God—on behalf of being and together with it. The
poverty of means and the imposed simplicity seem here to reveal—and
even underscore—that intelligible and lovable aspect of being which is
beautiful simply because it exists, and which, precisely as existing,
ought to awaken delight in man and provoke a response of thanksgiv-
ing—that is, a liturgical response.

The problem of ugliness, however, must be addressed, not avoid-
ed4—especially the problem of liturgical ugliness, given that Pope
Benedict X VI, who sought a renewal of Catholic liturgy, devoted much
of his attention to the question of beauty and liturgical aesthetics, while

46 Attention is drawn here to the statement by Tomasz Gatuszka, who defines evil as
“violated beauty.” However, when asking about the essence of this disruption, he seems
to trivialize or sidestep the problem by writing: “What does beauty say about evil and
ugliness? The answer is simple: there should be no evil and ugliness,” Tomasz Gatuszka,
Pigkny Bog, piekny czlowiek. Zio z perspektywy teologii pickna Tomasza z Akwinu
[Beautiful God, beautiful man: Evil in the perspective of Thomas Aquinas’s theology of
beauty] (W drodze, 2021), 562. I maintain that the only statement easily justifiable is
that “there should be no evil and ugliness.” The author himself explains: “The universe,
angels, and humans were created perfectly beautiful. At the beginnings of creation’s his-
tory, there is an excess of God’s goodness, which is the beginning of fullness, harmony,
and radiance,” Galuszka, Pigkny Bog [Beautiful God], 562. Yet not only the fact, but
also the manner of the existence of ugliness—similarly to the manner of the existence
of evil and its nature—is for the human intellect a problem penetrated with the utmost
difficulty and forever containing something not only of a problem to be solved but also
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clearly distinguishing between what is appropriate and what is not
(e.g., noble simplicity vs. the simplicity of banality, as discussed
above). Furthermore, the “impoverishment” of the liturgy provoked by
specific circumstances of the subject (e.g., in prison, in exile, in a hos-
pital) is something entirely different from its reduction as a result of
the subject’s refusal to engage in the knowledge and delight of the
Absolute. For this reason, the literature dedicated to the liturgy is
replete with references to the questions of beauty and non-beauty, and
some even speak of a “new iconoclasm.”4” Importantly, St. Thomas’s
thought on beauty has been applied to the analysis and evaluation of
phenomena as novel and specific as kitsch—of which the well-known
dictum asserts that it is not bad art, but rather evil in art.48 If one were
to adopt the thesis that liturgy can be kitsch, the implication would be
that it is defective, and hence liturgically evil—that is, an obstacle in
the intelligible-lovable structure of the liturgical situation.

Thus, having accepted the fundamental Thomistic conclusion con-
cerning the metaphysical beauty of being and applying it to the litur-
gy—which led us to the conclusion that every liturgy is, in its essence,
beautiful—we must now raise the problem of liturgical ugliness on the
aesthetic level. If it does not occur at the level of being itself, then
where does it occur? The answer is: at the level of integrating and per-

of a mystery to be explored. Gatluszka himself, in his exhaustive exposition, points to
physical evil, demonic evil, moral evil, the evil of misery, scandalous evil, and punitive
evil, all of which are connected with the breakdown of beauty in being.

47 “In many places, the past fifty years saw the imposition of a new iconoclasm ...
a religion stripped of images and devoid of the sacred signs that penetrate deeply those
places in the human person where mere discourse cannot go” Mark D. Kirby, “Vultus
Christi,” May 21, 2008, as cited by Peter Kwasniewski, Noble Beauty, Transcendent
Holiness: Why the Modern Age Needs the Mass of Ages (Angelico Press, 2017), 44.

48 n the context of kitsch and bad art, we read that “the evil inherent in art is pri-
marily falsehood. It is the negation not of art, but of truth.” Poprzecka, O zlej sztuce [On
bad art], 244.
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fecting parts.#® The presence of ugliness indicates a deficiency—but
not in the metaphysical sense, where it would amount to non-being.
Rather, it is an aesthetic deficiency. This lack—that is, ugliness—man-
ifests in the failure to maintain proportion, in actions not suited to their
end, or in a failure to act altogether.5

At this point, it is important to recall the connection between the
metaphysical and the aesthetic—between the objective-ontological
and the subjective-intentional dimensions. In other words, a liturgy
that is not /ogiké-charactered (and is thus ugly, distorted, or kitsch)
implies a faulty relationship between the human subject and the
Absolute, and, in consequence, a misplacement of being in relation to
the Logos within the act of liturgical praise.

The possibilities of a loss of parts and/or an incompleteness of action
(which Jaroszynski identifies as typical scenarios where ugliness aris-
es) carry enormous weight within the liturgical context. This is why the
Mass in the ancient Roman rite and in other traditional rites of the
Church places such emphasis on liturgical rubrics that oblige the priest
and all liturgical ministers to act in a precisely prescribed manner. The
point of this discipline is not “art for art’s sake,” but rather that every
word (as well as every gesture, posture, and action) is a sign of the rela-
tionship between the reality of the creative Absolute and man as the rep-
resentative of creation—a relationship that, in its proper theological
content, concerns the mysteries of the faith related to the Incarnation of
Jesus Christ and the redemption of the human race wrought by Him,
according to Christian doctrine. The sacramental matter, by its very
nature, possesses such gravitas that it demands the utmost care and rev-
erence—that is, the discovery, determination, and preservation of forms
that are appropriate, and thus capable of expressing the reverence of
man (indeed, of all creation represented by man) before God.

49 Jaroszyniski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 121.
50 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 121.
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Since the Christian tradition emphasizes the creative aspect of the
Logos, even the highest forms of aesthetic expression merely follow
the perfect exemplar and take it up to the degree that they uncover the
logiké-charactered structure of reality—investigated and known by the
human mind and directed toward God in the act of liturgical glorifica-
tion (cognition-delight). Liturgical defectiveness, then, may paradoxi-
cally consist in the imposition of aesthetic expressions that are arbi-
trary, mutable, spontaneous, and lacking objective measure. Thus para-
doxically, the absence (of knowledge) may be expressed in excess (of
expressive forms). Behind such inventiveness may lie a lack of knowl-
edge of the essence of liturgical action. Creativity (which may also be
called liturgical inventiveness or even arbitrariness, insofar as the cre-
ative act is the self-expression of the “I” of the author) can be an
expression of non-knowledge—and ultimately, of a lack of love. In
such a case, liturgy will no longer be delight discovered by being
turned in celebratory orientation toward the Absolute.

Here, then, emerges the particular form of ugliness that consists in
action not suited to its end—and thus defective. If that end is the glo-
rification of God, then this may mean that, in an objective sense (that
is, “from the side of the Logos”), such glorification does not take
place—or takes place only insofar as elements of beauty (that is, those
suited to the end) are preserved despite the ugliness. Beauty, therefore,
proves to be a conditio sine qua non of orthodoxy.

Once again, we are confronted with the difficulty of a possible con-
tradiction with human aesthetic experience. A liturgical act that is
defective (in the sense described above) may nevertheless correspond
to a subjective feeling of happiness—or even of liturgical enthusiasm.
Thus, the situation described by Jaroszynski may arise: ugliness pro-
voking delight.5! The simplest—and in a certain sense most intellectu-

51 Jaroszynfiski, Metafizyka pickna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 123.



70 Justyna Melonowska

ally convenient—solution to this problem is proposed by Wiadystaw
Strozewski, who adopts a definition of beauty so broad that it seem-
ingly encompasses ugliness (ugliness is subordinated to beauty). By
defining beauty as “that which is aesthetic, or that which possesses any
aesthetic value,” he frames the concept “broadly enough to encompass
the aforementioned negative qualities, which are nonetheless of some
value and evoke appropriate aesthetic experiences.”’s2

Following Jaroszynski, however, we must reject this essentially
capitulatory position. Jaroszynski’s critique of Strozewski is that his
position fails to distinguish between aesthetic ugliness and ontological
ugliness.53 While this polemic is clearly applicable to the analysis of
artistic works, the question remains: can it also be applied to the
domain of liturgy?

Artworks that bring forth what is ugly bring forth ontological ugli-
ness; however, they simultaneously neutralize it at the moment it is
captured (skillfully) within a work of art. Whether something is beau-
tiful or not depends not on the thing depicted but on the mode of its
depiction.’* Videmus quod aliqua imago dicitur pulchra, si perfecte
repraesentat rem quamvis turpem (ST 1, 39, 8). Ugliness, then, arises
where the idea in the artist’s mind fails to correspond to the object. Yet
in the case of liturgy—as has already been indicated—which is not
merely a human affair, nor simply a work of art, and which ultimately
is not a reproduction of an idea found in the mind of a human creator
(for example, the priest who celebrates it), the criterion of “conformi-
ty of the idea in the mind of the creator to the object” proves insuffi-
cient.

52 Wihadystaw Strozewski, Istnienie i wartos¢ [Existence and value] (Znak, 1981),
324 as cited by: Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 123.

53 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 124.

54 Jaroszynski, Metafizyka piekna [On the metaphysics of beauty], 125.
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Nonetheless, the possible applications of this criterion may be sub-
ject to further investigation, an inquiry that would significantly exceed
the scope of the present text. Such an investigation would have to pro-
ceed in two directions. First, “from the side of the Logos,” who per-
meates all structures of being and in some way “desires” a response—
that is, glorification, that is, liturgy. But this perspective is not fully
accessible to human cognition, and therefore man cannot experience
the fullness of delight, and hence of perfect liturgy.5s The experience
of a painter, then, is something different from that of the liturgist: the
former may succeed in perfectly capturing the beauty of an elderly face
(in which case we speak of a masterpiece), but the latter can never fully
express the beauty of the liturgy—that is, the fullness of the intelligi-
ble-lovable character of being in relation to the Absolute. And this
remains true even though liturgy can indeed be regarded as a work or
product—particularly as a type of action.

55 Regarding this kind of knowledge, we read that “it is a sudden (in raptu), direct,
conscious experience by the intellect of the possible (purely receptive) existence of God,
of His presence; it does not provide new concepts, only joy and love; it is an experience
that appears unexpectedly, without any merit on the part of the person. Thus, the object
of mystical experience is exclusively the existence of God.” Krzysztof Stachewicz,
Doswiadczyé  prawdziwej rzeczywistosci. Prolegomena do  filozofii mistyki
[Experiencing true reality: Prolegomena to the philosophy of mysticism], vol. 1,
Filozofia doswiadczenia mistycznego [The philosophy of mystical experience] (Wydziat
Teologiczny Uniwersytetu Adama Mickiewicza w Poznaniu, 2019), 18. Cf. M. Gogacz,
“Czym jest doswiadczenie mistyczne?” [What is mystical experience?], W drodze 2
(1976): 48-57; Mieczystaw Gogacz, Filozoficzne aspekty mistyki. Materiaty do filozofii
mistyki [Philosophical aspects of mysticism: Materials for the philosophy of mysticism]
(Akademia Teologii Katolickiej 1985); Izabella Andrzejuk, “Antropologiczne aspekty
doswiadczenia mistycznego w ujeciu Mieczystawa Gogacza” [ Anthropological Aspects
of Mystical Experience in the Approach of Mieczystaw Gogacz], Rocznik Tomistyczny
10 (2021): 195-211; Tadeusz Klimski and Izabella Andrzejuk, eds., Filozofia i mistyka.
Wokot mysli Mieczystawa Gogacza [Philosophy and mysticism: On the thought of
Mieczystaw Gogacz] (Uniwersytet Kardynata Stefana Wyszynskiego, 2012).
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Liturgy, however, may also be evaluated “from the side of man,”
and thus be subject to aesthetic evaluation. To the question, “what kind
of liturgy is beautiful?” the answer arising from a realist metaphysics
of beauty is: “that which results from the knowledge of the Logos to
the extent that He can be known, and which employs means suitable to
the end, which is His glorification.” This knowledge of the Logos
immediately and implicitly points to the ecclesial and traditional
aspect of liturgy. Knowledge has, after all, a historical and communal
character (the tradition of faith), and therefore it is not the knowledge
of the individual celebrant that determines the presence of beauty in
the liturgy, but rather the knowledge attained by the whole Church, of
which the celebrant and the participants (along with the altar servers)
are merely a part—the final link (because they are living in the present)
in the chain of Christian liturgists.

When we therefore assert that liturgy is beautiful insofar as it is an
act of knowing, we must add: and thus insofar as it preserves ecclesial
doctrine and discipline. Beauty is not something introduced by the
priest as if by an artistic creator; it is introduced through the priest by
the community that knows and loves. This leads to a nontrivial conclu-
sion—particularly in the context of contemporary transformations of
Catholic liturgy in the Roman rite—namely, that the more traditional
the attitude adopted by the priest, the more beautiful the liturgy will be.

A similar conclusion aligns with the position of Mieczystaw
Gogacz, who identifies the risk of an unrestrained potency arising in
the process of creation, and even of an implicit identification of cre-
ative activity with creation ex nihilo. This danger, in his view, arises
where there is a sort of de-subjectivization of the creator—a rupture in
the relationship between the creator and the work.56 Once again, we
encounter the uniqueness of liturgy as an object of inquiry. For has it

56 Zembrzuski, “Estetyka” [Aesthetics], 109.
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not already been suggested that in the liturgical context such a rupture
must, in fact, occur? That is, that the liturgy cannot be the expression
of the creative spirit of this or that priest and congregation, but must
instead involve a kind of “anonymization” of the celebrant, expressed
in the attitude of receiving the inherited liturgical tradition—developed
over centuries—and in limiting one’s role to the logike latreia, the
“reasonable service” effectively encoded in the rubrics of the Mass?

One must accept the general thrust of Gogacz’s thought and thus
acknowledge the danger, in the liturgical sphere, of “unrestrained
potency” and of “identifying creativity with creation.”s” From a theo-
logical standpoint, the Catholic liturgy indeed concerns both potency
and creation (that of the creative Logos and the mediating role of the
priest). However, the risks named by the philosopher arise in liturgy
not where the bond between creator and work is broken, but rather
where it is not broken—where the celebrant, or the celebrant together
with the community, fail to sever this bond. That is to say, where the
liturgy is “created,” “composed,” or otherwise shaped by the priest
himself.

To further clarify this issue, another insight from Gogacz proves
helpful-—namely, that works are not only mosaics (to use my term,
J.M.) of elements that previously existed and were encountered by the
creator, but that this assembling of elements takes place in view of an
end.38 In the case of a work of art, the end is determined by the artist;

57 Let us once again draw attention to assertions made by art historians that may
serve as a counterpoint to metaphysical studies of the liturgy. For if, as Poprzgcka
writes, “only Romanesque and Gothic art resisted accusations of kitsch,” this was
because “the work took precedence over the artist.” Poprzecka, O zfej sztuce [On bad
art], 210. I maintain that the same holds true for the liturgy, which can preserve its free-
dom from ugliness and kitsch to the extent that the liturgical act given in Tradition (the
“principium of the rubrics,” as | have termed it here) takes precedence over the cele-
brant, who need not—and indeed must not—be a creator.

58 Zembrzuski, “Estetyka” [Aesthetics], 109.
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in the case of the liturgy, however, it is an end that is already given and
enacted, not only by the celebrant but also by the altar servers and par-
ticipants. In theological terms, this end is held to be designated by the
Logos Himself>°.

The foregoing analyses show that discussing liturgical beauty
requires a different conceptual language than that used for analyzing
works of art. In orthodox liturgy, the elements of craftsmanship are
dominant—indeed, the celebration itself is a kind of craft (ars cele-
brandi understood as following a received, precise, and complete pat-
tern), not an act of artistic creation. Nevertheless, the contemporary
liturgical situation—especially within Catholicism—forces one to ask
about the presence of the very “potency” and the risk of identifying cre-
ating with creating ex nihilo that Gogacz describes. A distinct but close-
ly related phenomenon is that of kitsch, which is at once the expression
of extreme subjectivism (radical aesthetic individualism) and of unre-
strained potency (excess, superfluity, assertiveness, and so on).

Conclusion

The dependence of aesthetics on metaphysics means that everything
connected to the “beauty” of liturgical ritual is secondary to the meta-
physics of beauty and is thus the fruit of a knowledge—loving (cogni-
tio—dilectio) relationship that the ritual ought to express. This is a
metaphysical affirmation (“is””) that implies a normative claim
(“ought”). At the same time, metaphysical analysis makes it possible
to pose the problem of defective aesthetic responses, namely:

* lack of knowledge — lack of loving;

» knowledge — lack of loving;

* lack of knowledge — loving.

59 Cf. Mt 26:26-30.
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If liturgy unites and integrates an intellectual aspect (knowledge)
with a volitional one (loving), and if the will finds delight in what the
intellect recognizes, and is thus dependent upon the intellect and fol-
lows it, then orthodox (rationally praiseworthy) liturgy is necessarily
limited and subordinated to the measure contained in being itself, a
being permeated by the Logos. From this it follows that all expressions
of imbalance or absence of measure—phenomena associated with the
“potency” of the creator or creators of the liturgy (that is, its momen-
tary performers)—are manifestations of improper, and thus unortho-
dox, liturgy. This is the principal conclusion.

At the same time, the inquiry undertaken here reveals liturgy to be
a highly specific object of investigation, one that demands a distinct
methodological approach. If our goal is not simply a kind of philo-
sophical comparative religion, then to grasp its depth requires the
development of a Thomistic hermeneutics and, on this basis, a careful
engagement with the phenomenon of Christian ritual. In practice, it is
difficult to carry out a strictly philosophical and realist inquiry into
liturgy, since its proper and highest image—transmitted by tradition—
is the apocalyptic one (“the heavenly liturgy”). The object of inquiry
thus seems to “demand” a theological completion. A Thomistic
hermeneutic would allow one, on the one hand, to account for this
“demand” of the object (since it is a hermeneutics, and thus relates to
the deep, interior textual perspective of a given community), and on
the other hand, not to yield to it (since it is realism in philosophy).

It would appear, moreover, that not only can Thomism illuminate
new aspects of the understanding of liturgy, but that liturgy—as an
object of philosophical analysis—may in turn reveal new possibilities
and applications of Thomistic philosophy, perhaps even applications
that are in some sense “limit-cases” for Thomism itself, that is, points
where philosophy approaches a theological threshold.

Further lines of inquiry must include not only a comprehensive
treatment of the metaphysics of liturgical beauty, but also the descrip-
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tion of what might—by analogy to the “poetic situation” (as explored
by Gogacz)s0—be called the “liturgical situation.” Ultimately, the
problem of liturgy must be addressed in light of the distinctions pro-
posed by Etienne Gilson, namely those between aesthetics and the phi-
losophy of art, and further by developing the particular poietics of the
“ars liturgica.” The importance of liturgy as an object of inquiry is not
confined to a given religious community, but is of properly civiliza-
tional significance, since ritual constitutes the framework of every reli-
gion, and religion, in turn, the supporting structure of the civilization
that arises from it (and is subject to the phenomenon of diffusion). For
these reasons alone, one may hope that exhaustive and realist research
into the beauty of liturgy will continue.

60 The notion of the “poetic situation” in Gogacz’s thought is borrowed from Michat
Zembrzuski, who writes: “In the conviction of the creator of consistent Thomism, poet-
ry does not depict individually existing real beings, but rather displays ensembles of
both intentional and real relations that overlap and are sometimes even identified with
one another. No science analyzes this overlapping of relational ensembles; it is poetry
that deals with them, for only the poet can perceive them. The work of poets is the per-
ception of relational configurations previously unnoticed and their description in a way
that moves the feelings of readers or listeners. The beauty of poetry thus lies in the per-
ception of the poetic situation and its reflection through an appropriate language.”
Zembrzuski, “Estetyka” [Aesthetics], 112-3 (emphasis added). Mutatis mutandis, this
may be applied to liturgy and described as the “liturgical situation,” which reveals real
beings within both intentional and real configurations, but these configurations can only
be perceived by the liturgist (whether priest or faithful—the mystae of the liturgy) who
strives to express them through an appropriate language.
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The Metaphysics of Liturgical Beauty
SUMMARY

The purpose of this article is to address the problem of the liturgy—understood
here in terms of the conceptual models of the new (post—Vatican II) and old (pre-
conciliar, “Tridentine”) forms of the Roman Catholic rite—in the context of the
notion of beauty as developed within the tradition of philosophical realism. As
an act of praise, the liturgy takes up and gives expression to the intelligibility
and lovability of being, with particular emphasis on the liturgical causation of
the personal, in which the agent is both the human subject and the Logos
(Christ). As a result, philosophical reflection necessarily encounters a significant
theological dimension that must be taken into account. Moreover, liturgy
involves essential aesthetic elements, insofar as it makes use of material forms
and artifacts that are ontologically meaningful and directed toward praise, and
thus toward beauty. The liturgy is a particular act of cognition and contempla-
tion—one that is necessarily embodied and visible—and for this reason, beauty
plays a decisive role within it. However, this also implies that liturgical non-
beauty plays a significant role. Establishing the ontological status of non-beau-
ty makes it possible to raise the question of orthodoxy and unorthodoxy with
regard to both ritual in general and the liturgical act in particular. The article pro-
poses that beauty functions as a criterion and measure of liturgical orthodoxy.

Keywords: liturgy, ritual, beauty, non-beauty, Logos
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