
The Liturgy of the Word 
 

(6th chapter of the book “The Divine Liturgy, Insights into its Mystery” by Jean Hani (Angelico 
Press) reproduced with no authorization by Hervé Blanquart to encourage other Catholics to buy 
the full book). 
 
IN THE COURSE of studying the unfolding of the Mass in an earlier 
chapter, we mentioned how inadequate the frequently used 
expressions 'Preface' and 'Preparation' are for describing the first part 
of the celebration, leaving one to suppose that this phase of the 
liturgy is not properly speaking the Mass, the latter term only applying 
to the subsequent phase, that of the sacrifice. Now, nothng could be 
more erroneous, for the first part of the celebration is an integral part 
of the Divine Liturgy, forming an inseparable whole with the second. It 
is a magnificent example of the dialogue between man and God, of 
which we have spoken, and is made up, in fact, of the prayers of 
praise and intercession of the faithful addressed to God and His 
response, which comes to them through the reading of the Bible in 
the form of the Gospels and the Apostolic Epistles. This reading of 
the sacred texts, which constitutes the accent and center of this part 
of the Mass, is the very voice of the Son of God resounding once 
again in the ears of the Christians. 
This is why this moment is particularly sacred, and it was a happy 
initiative, undertaken some years ago, to designate it 'the Liturgy of 
the Word. The Mass appears thus to be made up of a double liturgy: 
the liturgy of the Sacrifice and that of the Word, each answering to 
and completing the other. The object of the following pages will be to 
analyze this formula and specify its nature and scope. 
Certain people have quite wrongly criticized the expression, claiming 
that the word 'liturgy” can only be applied to the sacrificial phase, 
which starts at the offertory, In fact, the formula 'Liturgy of the Word' 
has a particularly solid foundation, being based in a passage from St 
Paul, Romans 15:16. The Apostle alludes to the grace he has 
received from God' to be the minister (litourgon) of Jesus Christ to the 
Gentiles, ministering (hierourgounta) the gospel of God, that the 
offering up (prosphora) of the Gentiles might be acceptable, being 
sanctified by the Holy Spirit. We have indicated in Greek (and not in 
the Latin of the Vulgate, which is not exact) the three important 
words. St Paul is the 'liturgist' of Christ: in the Greek of the New 



Testament the word litourgos always applied to the minister of a cultic 
function. This is confirmed by the word hierourgounta, from the verb 
hierourgin, which designated a cultic act, or the accomplishment of a 
sacred act (hieron, ergon). Finally, the third word, prosphora, is the 
very one designating the offertory and the Holy Gifts in the Mass. 
Thus the whole passage refers to the context of the Divine Liturgy, 
the same words serving to designate the oblation and priestly 
function in the sacrifice being used here to define the ministry of the 
word, the announcing of the Gospel, which is thus integrated, through 
the very terminology, into the liturgy of the sacrifice. 
This state of affairs is easily explained if we remember that it is one of 
the oldest, uninterrupted, traditions of the church that the Word of 
Christ preserved in Scripture is something altogether simiar to His 
Body under the species of bread. St Ignatius of Antioch said that the 
Gospel was his refuge, 'like the flesh of Jesus' (1); and Origen: 'The 
bread Christ says is His Body, is the Word that nourishes 
souls.”(2) Tertullian: "The Word of life is like the flesh of the Son of 
God';(3) and St Caesarius of Arles: 
 
“The word of Jesus Christ does not seem to be less estimable than 
His body. Therefore, just as we take care not to drop the body 
ofJesus Christ when given to us, even so we should take care not to 
let the word of Jesus that has been announced to us fall from our 
hearts. For he is no less culpable who listens to the holy word 
negligently than he who through his fault lets fall the very body of 
Jesus Christ.(4) 
 
This is why St Augustine wrote: “let us listen to the Gospel as though 
the Lord Himself were speaking… The Lord dwells On-High, but is 
likewise here as Truth”(5), One could follow this tradition of the 
Church across the ages. Let it suffice to recall that passage 
from The Imitation of Christ which speaks of two tables placed in the 
treasury of the Church: that of the holy altar, where the consecrated 
bread is found, and that of the Divine Law, containing the holy 
doctrine that teaches the true faith and leads us even behind the veil 
where the Holy of Holies is to be found.(6) This is an altogether 
interesting text, for it lets us understand that a particular divine grace, 
coming from the mystical union between the proclamation of the 



Word and the Eucharist, is at work during the course of the Mass. 
The soul is prepared by the first prayers, such that the Word, when it 
falls, falls on ground favorable to its germination (Mark 4:8) then 
comes communion, at which the soul is lifted up by the readings that 
have revived its faith. 
This doctrine of the analogy between Word and Bread explains the 
marks of veneration surrounding the book of the Gospels, Right from 
the beginning of the Mass it is placed on the altar to clearly show that 
it represents Christ. Formerly, at councils and synods, it was placed 
on a throne to preside over the assembly, In Syrian basilicas the 
bema, the wide estrade in front of the sanctuary intended for the 
readings, required a small altar upon which the evangelistary was 
placed. It was surmounted with a canopy on four columns, making it 
altogether similar to the main altar. This was a practice inherited from 
the synagogue, where a throne is likewise reserved for the Torah. 
The solemn procession preceding the reading of the Gospel, with 
lights, the censing of the book, and its kissing, which recalls the 
kissing of the altar-which 'is' Christ-all these rites tend in the same 
direction of a veritable liturgy and adoration addressed 
to the Word of God.(7) 
But why, it will be asked, this need to read the Gospel, as well as the 
Epistles, which are but commentaries on it? Is it not sufficient that 
each of the faithful read the Holy Scriptures in private? No, because, 
for intrinsic reasons, the Holy Scriptures ought to be communicated 
during divine worship. First, because that is what they were 
composed for, to be the catechism addressed to the ecclesia, the 
assembly, the synaxis, gathered for the liturgy. Then, as recalled 
above, because the Church believes Christ to be alive in the word of 
the Apostle and the Evangelists, and that the Christ speaking through 
these texts is a Christ present in the assembly. Christ Himself 
guarantees His presence to the faithful gathered together in His 
Name: 'For where two or three are gathered together in my name, 
there am I in the midst of them.'(8) Thus, the synaxis is the place and 
privileged moment for the communication of the Word of God. God is 
active in the 'proclamation' (kerygma) of His Word, to which the 
faithful adhere through their 'acclamation': Laus tibi, Christe, Doxa si, 
Christe.  



It is necessary in such cases to be thoroughly aware of the reality 
before which we find ourselves, and how it is produced. The words 
revealed in the Scriptures are actualized through ritual recitation. 
Among the rabbis, liturgical reading is comparable to the direct 
emission of the Divine Voice at Sinai. This moreover is why the 
liturgical reading should be done according to a certain rhythm, about 
which we shall have more to say, and, if it is not psalmodized, should 
be done recto tono. There is no greater mistake than to want to make 
of the Gospel or the epistle an 'expressive' reading, according to the 
rules of profane diction. For then a man necessarily puts something 
of himself into it; whereas, in this instance, the personality of the 
human individual should be effaced before the transcendent 
personality of the Divine Master. The solemn and ritual reading of the 
Word of the Master realizes the immediate presence of the original 
through which it was manifested the first time, in illo tempore, The 
words pronounced cause the original act to arise anew, and the 
reality of salvation of which they are bearers, becomes present 
among us.(9) This is realized according to the mode we have already 
described for the sacrifices in the same manner as for the 
consecration of the Bread and the Wine, it is the power of the Holy 
Spirit, descending through the intermediary of the Church, that vivifies 
the action of the Church, the action of the celebrant, Thus this solemn 
reading of the Scripture is truly a sacrament of the Word, and one 
understands better now the close connection between Word and 
Sacrifice in the Mass. The word that speaks in the liturgy is that Word 
through which the world was created, the Logps, and through which 
the world needs to be recreated, which is the very purpose of the 
Holy Sacrifice as restoration of the original world. In this word, its 
Author is effectively present. This is why one should not regard the 
scripture passages proclaimed in the Mass as articles of dogma, as 
expressions of ideas or concepts after the manner of scholarly texts. 
No, they constitute, as has been said, a 'call'. The people of God are 
called by the Word to do and become that which the Word proclaims. 
The people respond to that call through an engagement; the liturgical 
celebration engages the people insofar as the Mass, as we have 
said, is the cult of the mystical Body. Accordingly, the proclamation of 
Scripture at the Mass is something quite different from some reading 
or other, however interesting it might be. The whole Mass is 



ultimately a 'Liturgy of the Word'; the liturgy of the one and only Word 
who spoke at the beginning of the world, who, 'at the end of the ages, 
has spoken as the Word made Flesh (Verbum caro factum est), and 
who, at this moment, during the Divine Liturgy, speaks anew to man 
and is given to him as food so as to be able, from man's very heart, to 
sing the praise of the Father in the Holy Spirit.  
An important point, to which we return in order to insist upon it, is that 
the sacred texts preserving the word of God should be communicated 
orally by the priest to the faithful. Once again, we are faced here with 
a constant of the universally sacred, especially of the cults we have 
studied in connection with sacrifice and ritual commemoration, which, 
following the Greeks, are called 'mysteries’ and which exist in the 
majority of traditions, and to the form of which the Christian cult is 
connected. We have seen that one characteristic of these cults is to 
enable the believer, the 'myst', to share in the destiny of the god 
through the intermediary of rites, which are arranged in three 
categories: liturgical actions (dromena), showings (deiknymena) of 
sacred objects, and sayings (legomena). This last type of rite consists 
in revealing to the believer the story of the god, which is the story of 
salvation. Here we have exactly what we are calling the “liturgy of the 
word”. Now, in all the cults, the transmission of the story of the god is 
the oral transmission of a secret, the secret of salvation (sotira) and 
that transmission is made from mouth to ear; the priest 'transmits' 
(paradidosi) and the faithful 'receives' (paralamvani). St Paul 
expresses himself nowise differently when he writes: 'For this cause 
also thank we God without ceasing, because when ye received 
(paralavontes) the word of God which ye heard of us (logon akois), ye 
received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth the word of 
God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe' (1 Thess. 
2:13). The mystagogue 'speaks' and the disciple 'hears' and 
'receives’. He receives the divine word, not through writing, but from 
the living voice, in a living process, a living contact, and from the 
mouth of someone who has himself received it through a 
transmission (paradosis), or if one prefers, a tradition, uninterrupted 
since the founder of the cult, in the case of Christianity, through the 
'apostolic chain'.  
St Paul insists on the necessity of oral transmission for the 
evangelical message: 'So then faith cometh by hearing, he says, and 



adds, 'and hearing through the word of Christ' (pistis ex akois, hi de 
akoi dia rimatos Christou) (Rom. 10:17). 'Faith cometh by hearing, the 
hearing of the voice of the Apostle and the voice of the Church, for 
the voice of the Church is the emanation of the Divine Word.  
 
The soundness of this oral communication of the Word of God has 
been made especially clear by the researches of Fr. P. Jousse on the 
anthropology of word and gesture, which have opened way into the 
understanding of Scripture.  
 
This scholar has recalled that the word designating a thing can be the 
thing just as well as the thing itself, because the word itself is 
fundamentally concrete. This is especially true of the languages of 
traditional societies like that of the ancient Hebrews, where the 
word and the name (Hebrew shem) are synonyms for essence, for 
the nature of a being or an object. The word is fundamentally an 
articulation projected outwards by the breath and received by the ear. 
The organ of articulation is the mouth of him who speaks; now the 
mouth, the organ of speech, is also the instrument of eating. 
Regarding this, Fr Jousse has been able to point out a passage from 
Plato which already conspicuously indicated the ambivalent role of 
the mouth: 
 
“[Our] framers [the gods] ... framed the mouth, as now arranged, 
having teeth and tongue and lips, with a view to the necessary and 
the good, contriving the way in for necessary purposes, the way out 
for the best purposes. For that is necessary which enters in and gives 
food to the body, but the river of speech, which flows out of a man 
and ministers to the intelligence, is the fairest and noblest of all 
streams.”(Timaeus, 75D, E Jowett trans.) 
 
The word, Fr. Jousse continues, is incorporated (and this word should 
be given the full force of its etymology, for it means, 'to cause to enter 
or penetrate the body) by the bone and tympanum of the one who 
hears. But, in addition, it is incorporated equally by his mouth, 
because man is, by nature, a mimic, who repeats, in micro-
movements, the visible cheek movements of the speaker. Thus the 
word, a meaningful vibration, is cast from the body of the speaker to 



become a part of the body of the listener, and this by way of hearing 
and mimicking. It is upon this psychosomatic process that teaching in 
traditional societies is based, in particular in the Palestinian milieu, 
which was that of Christ. Mouthing, as Fr Jousse says, is the human 
movement chosen by God for His teaching. Now, to mouth is at the 
same time to speak, to recite, and to eat, as we have already said. 
Moreover, in this same Palestinian milieu, the teacher gave his 
lessons in a rhythmo-melody, which facilitated penetration among the 
taught, and with movements, an appropriate miming, such that the 
teaching was also received through the eyes. Through exposure to 
this melody and mime, the master was literally incarnated in the 
disciple. The teaching penetrated deeply into his psychosomatic 
being through an intussusception (from Latin suscipere 'to receive, 'to 
take, intus, 'to the interior, 'into the innermost'). In this type of 
teaching, the disciple replays the lesson of the master; it is 'repeated 
in echo’ (in Greek catecho, whence the word catechism). This is what 
the Jews call the mishna. One learnt the Torah in this way by 
'repeating in echo' the Word of God, and such was the practice in the 
liturgy of the synagogue; it is the normal function of distributing the 
word, the synagogue being considered a replica of Sinai. And this is 
equally the fundamental conception of the Christian cult. 
 
What is most characteristic in this intussusception of the word is what 
Fr Jousse calls the eating of the word; one takes the words of the 
master into one's mouth and eats them. Thus God, speaking to 
Ezekiel, said to him, 
 
“Open thy mouth, and eat that I give thee: And when I looked, behold 
an hand was sent unto me; and, lo, a roll of a book was therein.... 
And he said unto me, 'Son of man, eat that thou findest; eat this roll, 
and go speak unto the house of Israel. So I opened my mouth and he 
caused me to eat that roll. ... Son of man, cause thy belly to eat, and 
fill thy bowels with this roll that I give thee. Then did I eat it; and it was 
in my mouth as sweetness” (Ezek. 2:10; 3:1-3). 
 
One finds, moreover, a similar sequence in the Apocalypse (10:8-9). 
“To the extent possible, every teacher, says Fr Jousse, gives himself 
to be eaten; true pedagogy consists in incarnating the whole being 



of the master in the disciple. Jesus, who is the Almighty, realized this 
in a perfect way at the Last Supper. As Fr Jousse puts it: 
“The Last Supper is indissolubly the buccal and oral intussusception 
of the flesh and blood of the Teacher and the buccal and oral 
intussusception of His rhythmo-catechism; these are the Last 
Supper and the Discourse after the Last Supper [of St John].”  
 
Fr Jousse's sentence, coming after the summary of his anthropology 
we have just made, clearly shows how the Church, following in the 
footsteps of Christ and the Apostles, conceives the heart of its 
teaching, the solemn proclamation of Scripture, of the Word of God. 
Let us note, moreover, that a rhythmo-melody contributes to this 
solemnity, which, as we have said, also has as its goal to facilitate the 
innermost penetration, the incarnation, the intussusception of the 
Word in the psychosomatic being of the believer. This rhythmo-
melody is inherited from the Jewish practice; reduced to a very simple 
line in the Latin rite, it has kept all its richness and efficacy in the 
Eastern rites. One needs to hear, for example, the solemn 
proclamation of Scripture in Arabic or Rachmaninov's extraordinary 
rhythmo-melodic arrangement of the Epistle to the Romans, in the 
Slavo-Byzantine rite, to understand the gulf that separates such 
proclamations from the pitiful, so-called “expressive” reading that 
has become general in the western Church. Here, it is a small 
human breath, without much reach, that hardly fits the sublimity of 
the message; there, on the contrary, it is truly an echo of the Great 
Voice that resounded at Sinai, or upon the Mount of the Beatitudes, 
a proclamation worthy of the Divine Word. 
 
Fr Jousse's studies clearly reveal the connection between 
annunciation of the word of God and eucharist, between eucharistic 
liturgy, subsequently, and liturgy of the word. In both cases, it is a 
question of our incorporating, under two different modes, 'the flesh 
and blood', that is to say, according to the Biblical expression, the 
whole being of the Son of God, of the Divine Word. 
Thus, if this conception conditions the mode of announcing the 
Word of God in the liturgy, it at the same time dictates our attitude vis-
à-vis this Word and the way in which it should be received. The Word 
should to be eaten because it needs to become flesh of our flesh and 



spirit of our spirit. We need to let ourselves be invested with it and the 
force of the Spirit, and it should form a substantial word in the heart, 
through a sort of infusion in a way similar to that of the infusion of 
consciousness into the body. And it is to this that the three signs of 
the cross refer that one traces before the hearing of the Gospel on 
one's forehead, mouth and chest; these three places of the body 
correspond in fact to three centers of the subtle organism that 
condition spiritual '”awakening”. According to a symbolism familiar to 
scripture, one could also say that the Word of God should fall, like the 
grain of wheat, into the 'earth' of our bodies and our hearts so as to 
germinate there (Matt. 13:4-23). This is a very far-reaching 
symbolism, for it leads us to the threshold of the mystery of the 
Incarnation; in the text of the Maronite Mass, we read these words 
placed in the mouth of Christ Himself: 
 
“Our Lord said: I am the Bread of Life descended from heaven upon 
earth in order that the world live through Me. The Father sent Me, the 
Bodiless Word: like a delightful grain of wheat in a fertile earth, the 
womb of Mary received Me.” 
 
The Logos, or Word, should be born in us as in the womb of the 
Virgin. But how is it born there? Through hearing. This is the mystery 
of the Annunciation, the Great Announcing of the Word, of the 
Logos. Now, according to St Augustine, the Virgin conceived in the 
first place through hearing, by listening to the Word, and it was 
through obedience to the Divine Word that she was worthy 
ceive in her body; fiat mihi secundum verbum tuum, et Verbum caro 
factum est. Mary's fiat, the same word that caused the creation to 
arise-fiat lux, et lux facta est-caused the Divine Word, the Divine 
Logos, to be conceived in a human body. The Annunciation is thus 
the archetype of listening to the Word of God. To illustrate this 
mystery of the Annunciation and also, consequently, of listening to 
the Word, we shall cite a page written by the Sufi Al-Baqli, which well 
describes the process of this spiritual generation:  
 
“The substance of Mary is the very substance of original Sanctity. 
Reared by the Real [the Divinity, in the light of Intimacy, she was, 
each time she breathed, magnetized by the signs of Proximity and 



Intimacy, towards the hearth of Divine Lights; at every moment, she 
was on the look out for the rising of the Sun of Power to the East of 
the Kingdom. Through her lofty aspiration, penetrated with the light of 
the hidden Mystery, she withdrew far from all created beings. She 
turned towards the horizon whence the glimmerings of the Essence 
and the Attributes of God flash, inhaling the breezes of union which 
blow from the world of Eternity. Towards her came one of the breezes 
of the eternal Meeting, and over her the sun of the contemplation of 
Sanctity rose. When she contemplated the manifestation of the East 
bursting with the Eternal, Its lights would invade her and Its secrets 
reach right to the depths of her soul. Her soul conceived through the 
Breath of the Hidden Mystery. She became the bearer of the most-
high Word [the Divine Logos] and of the Light of the most exalted 
Spirit. When her state became magnified through the reflection in her 
of the beauty manifesting the Eternal, she hid herself far from 
creatures, placing her joy in the espousals of the (supreme] 
Reality.”(15) 
 
--------------------------- 
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