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    ABSTRACT

    The active participation of the faithful in the liturgy of the Catholic Church is a manifestation of a full appreciation of the faith, but in pastoral practice there is still a passive and formalistic involvement of the faith. This condition confirms the importance of understanding and appreciation of faith as an internal factor that affects the quality of liturgical participation. This research aims to analyze the role of understanding and appreciation of faith in increasing the active participation of the people in the celebration of the Church's liturgy. The research used a qualitative approach with a descriptive design, which was carried out in one of the parishes of the Catholic Church in East Nusa Tenggara Province. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 10 informants consisting of 6 parishioners, 2 liturgical officers, and 2 pastoral administrators, and were complemented by direct observation during the liturgical celebration and documentation study. Informants are selected deliberately based on active involvement in the liturgical life of the parish. Data analysis is carried out thematically through the stages of data reduction, data presentation, and conclusions drawn. The results of the study show that the active participation of the faithful in the liturgy is greatly influenced by the level of understanding of faith, the experience of spiritual appreciation, and the continuous development of faith.
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Introduction


The active participation of the faithful in
the liturgy of the Catholic Church is understood as a fundamental element in
the renewal of contemporary ecclesiastical life and praxis. In modern
liturgical studies, the liturgy is seen as a space for faith formation that
shapes the spiritual consciousness and ecclesiastical identity of the people in
a sustainable manner (Pecklers, 2021). However, the global dynamics characterized
by the secularization and individualization of the faith have influenced the
way the faithful engage in liturgical celebrations, so that such engagement is
often routine and formalistic. This condition causes the liturgy to lose its
transformative power if it is not supported by a reflective understanding of
faith and a deep spiritual appreciation (Ratzinger, 2020).


An understanding of faith is the cognitive
foundation that enables the faithful to understand the theological meaning of
symbols, rites, and prayers in the liturgy. In contemporary sacramental
theology, the appreciation of faith is understood as the process of
internalizing the meaning of the liturgy into the experience of the people's
daily lives (Chauvet, 2020). When an understanding of faith is not integrated
with spiritual experience, liturgical participation risks being reduced to
ritual acts without existential meaning. Therefore, the quality of liturgical
participation depends heavily on the process of sustained and contextual
faith-formation in the life of the Church (Foley, 2022).


In the context of the Catholic Church in
Indonesia, especially in the East Nusa Tenggara region, the Diocese of Atambua
as a border area between Indonesia and the State of Timor Leste, the faith of
the people is known to be strong and integrated with local cultural values. The
high presence of the faithful in liturgical celebrations is often seen as one
of the indicators of the Church's pastoral success (Bevans & Schroeder,
2021). However, pastoral reality shows that the involvement of the faithful in
the liturgy does not always reflect the conscious and meaningful participation
of the faith. This phenomenon shows that there is a gap between external
religious expression and the appreciation of the people's internal faith in
liturgical praxis (Waaijman, 2022).


A number of previous studies have highlighted
liturgical participation beyond normative and structural perspectives, with an
emphasis on the rules of celebration and the role of liturgical ministers.
Other studies place the liturgy within the framework of history and doctrine
without investigating people's faith experiences as the subject of celebration
(Power, 2021). Empirical research that specifically links the faith's
understanding and spiritual appreciation to active participation in the liturgy
is still relatively limited, especially in the context of parishes in
developing areas. This gap emphasizes the need for qualitative research that
departs from the concrete experiences of the faithful in their daily liturgical
lives (Grillo, 2023).


Contemporary pastoral theology emphasizes that
the active participation of the faithful in the liturgy cannot be generated
only through structural arrangements or normative instruction. Such
participation grows through a process of dialogical and reflective faith
formation, in which the faithful are treated as active subjects in the life of
the Church (Hahnenberg, 2021). A deep appreciation of faith encourages the
faithful to engage in a conscious, responsible, and meaningful way in the
celebration of the liturgy. Thus, the liturgy must be understood as an event of
faith that lives in the community and is connected to the spiritual experience
of the faithful (Whitehead & Whitehead, 2020).


Based on the research background and gaps,
this study aims to analyze the role of faith understanding and appreciation in
increasing the active participation of the faithful in the liturgy of the
Catholic Church. The focus of the research is directed at the experience of the
faithful and priests at the parish level as a concrete space for liturgical
praxis (Groome, 2022). In addition, this study aims to identify forms of faith
formation that contribute to the liturgical involvement of the people in a
conscious and reflective manner. With this approach, the research seeks to
enrich the understanding of the dynamics of community participation in the
pastoral context of the local Church (Sweeney, 2024).


This research makes a theoretical contribution
by strengthening the study of liturgical and pastoral theology through an
approach that places personal faith as a key factor of liturgical
participation. Practically, the results of this research can be the basis for
the formulation of more contextual strategies for faith formation and liturgical
catechesis at the parish level (Madden, 2023). The findings of this study are
also expected to help pastoral pastors in improving the quality of the
faithful's involvement in liturgical celebrations. Thus, this research
contributes to the Church's efforts to present the liturgy as a source and
culmination of the faith life of the people in a real and sustainable manner
(Routhier, 2020). 


 


Methods


Types, Approaches, and Research Design


This research uses a qualitative approach with
a descriptive-exploratory design, which aims to deeply understand the
experiences and meanings that people construct in the liturgical participation
of the Catholic Church. The qualitative approach was chosen because it is able
to explore the subjective dimensions of faith, spiritual appreciation, and
liturgical engagement that cannot be quantitatively measured (Creswell &
Poth, 2020). Descriptive design is used to describe the phenomenon of active
participation of the faithful as experienced in the pastoral context of the
parish without manipulating variables. This approach is in line with practical
theological research that places people's experiences as a source of scientific
reflection (Swinton & Mowat, 2021).


 


Location, Population, and Informant Selection
Techniques


This research was conducted in one of the
parishes of the Catholic Church in East Nusa Tenggara Province, the Diocese of
Atambua as the border area of Indonesia with the State of Timor Leste which was
deliberately chosen because it has active liturgical dynamics and diverse
pastoral involvement. The study population included parishioners, liturgical
officers, and pastoral administrators who were directly involved in the
celebration of the liturgy. The sampling technique uses non-probability sampling
with a purposive sampling strategy, based on the criteria of active involvement
and direct experience in the liturgical life of the parish (Palinkas et al.,
2020). The number of informants was 10 people, consisting of 6 parishioners, 2
liturgical officers, and 2 pastoral administrators, who were considered to have
met the principle of data-rich cases in qualitative research (Guest et al.,
2021).


 


Data Collection Techniques and Instruments


Data collection was carried out through
in-depth semi-structured interviews, participatory observations, and
documentation studies. The interview guidelines are based on a theoretical
framework on liturgical participation, understanding of faith, and spiritual
appreciation developed from the study of contemporary practical theology
(Browning, 2022). Observations are made during liturgical celebrations to
capture patterns of direct involvement of the faithful, while documentation
includes catechesis materials, parish liturgical guides, and archives of
pastoral activities. This combination of techniques aims to increase the depth
and richness of data through triangulation of sources and methods (Flick,
2020).


 


Data Validity and Validity


The validity of the data is maintained through
the application of trust criteria, which include credibility, reliability,
confirmation, and transferability. The credibility technique is carried out
through data triangulation and checking members with informants to ensure the
accuracy of the researcher's interpretation (Lincoln & Guba, 2021).
Reliability is maintained by systematically documenting the research process,
while confirmation is achieved through data trail audits and critical
reflection of researchers. The transferability is supported by a detailed
description of the research context so that the findings can be understood in a
similar pastoral context (Nowell et al., 2022).











Research Implementation Procedure


The research procedure begins with the
preparation stage which includes literature study, instrument preparation, and
research licensing from the parish. The next stage is the collection of field
data through interviews and observations that are carried out gradually during
the liturgical celebration. Once the data is collected, the researcher copies
and verifies the data before entering the analysis stage. The entire research
process was carried out by paying attention to the ethical principles of
research, including informant consent and data confidentiality (Tracy, 2020).


 


Data Analysis Techniques and Supporting
Devices


Data analysis was carried out using thematic
analysis, which included the stages of data recognition, initial coding, theme
development, theme review, and meaning extraction (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
This approach allowed researchers to identify patterns of meaning associated
with faith understanding and the spiritual appreciation of the faithful in
liturgical participation. The analysis process is supported by NVivo 12
software to help with systematic data organization, coding, and theme tracking.
This technique is considered suitable for qualitative research oriented towards
in-depth and reflective interpretation (Knaflic & Wiggins, 2023). 


 


Results and Discussion


Understanding Faith as the Basis of Awareness
of Liturgical Participation


The results of the thematic analysis
show that the understanding of faith is the main foundation that shapes the
awareness of the people in participating in liturgical celebrations. Based on
in-depth interviews and participatory observations, people who have a
reflective understanding of the meaning of the liturgy especially the Eucharist
as a celebration of faith show more conscious, directed, and responsible
engagement. This understanding is not only related to doctrinal knowledge, but
also to the ability of the faithful to interpret symbols, prayers, and
liturgical rites in relation to daily life. Observations during liturgical
celebrations show that people with a better understanding of the faith tend to
be actively involved in prayer, chanting, and the attitude of the liturgical
body in a consistent and attentive manner.


These findings are reinforced by the
statements of informants of the faithful and liturgical priests who affirm that
the understanding of faith affects the quality of the faith's presence in the
liturgy, as stated below: "I feel that attending Mass is not only
present, but really understanding what I pray and celebrate, so I do not just
participate" (PK-01, November 12, 2025). A similar understanding was
also expressed by another person who stated: "If we understand the
meaning of the Eucharist, it feels like we are more ready and sincere to
participate from the beginning to the end" (PK-03, November 18, 2025).
From the point of view of the liturgical officer, the understanding of the
faith of the faithful is evident in practical involvement: "The
faithful who understand the liturgy are usually more focused, knowing when to
answer, sing, and be silent" (LG-01, November 20, 2025). A similar
view was also expressed by pastoral ministers: "We see that the understanding
of the faith of the people determines whether they are actively involved or
only physically present" (PR-02, November 25, 2025).


Overall, these findings confirm that
the understanding of faith serves as a cognitive as well as spiritual
foundation that allows the faithful to participate consciously and meaningfully
in the liturgy. Analysis of data from interviews, observations, and
documentation of parish catechesis shows that without an adequate understanding
of the faith, liturgical participation tends to be formalistic. Thus, an
understanding of faith has proven to be a key factor in shaping the active
participation of the people as identified through systematic thematic analysis.











Appreciation of Faith and the Depth of
Spiritual Experience in the Liturgy


The second theme that emerged from the
data analysis was the role of faith appreciation as an affective and spiritual
dimension that deepens the liturgical experience of the people. The results of
the study show that the appreciation of faith allows the faithful to experience
the liturgy as a living spiritual encounter, not just a series of rites.
Participatory observation during the liturgical celebration shows that the
faithful with a deep appreciation of faith show a quiet attitude, emotional involvement,
and full attention to the entire liturgical process.


This appreciation of faith is strongly
reflected in the narratives of the informants' personal experiences. One
congregant revealed: "During Mass, I felt very close to God, so I
prayed with my heart, not just with my mouth" (PK-02, November 14,
2025). A similar experience is also conveyed by other faiths: "If faith
is lived, the liturgy becomes a moment that touches the mind and gives strength
to daily life" (PK-05, November 19, 2025). From the perspective of the
liturgical officer, the faithfulness of the faithful is seen in spiritual
expressions during the celebration: "We can see the faithful who are
truly alive, they are calmer, focused, and full of respect" (LG-02,
November 22, 2025). Meanwhile, pastoral ministry emphasizes the transformative
dimension of the life of faith: "The faithful are usually more
consistently present and engaged, as they feel the spiritual meaning of the
liturgy" (PR-01, November 27, 2025).


Thematic analysis of interview and
observation data showed that faith appreciation acts as a link between faith
understanding and liturgical praxis. Appreciation of faith enables the faithful
to internalize the meaning of the liturgy into concrete life experiences. Thus,
these findings confirm that the quality of active participation of the faithful
is determined not only by the structure of the liturgy, but also by the depth
of the spiritual experience that the faithful experience during the
celebration.


 


 


Sustainable Faith Formation and Liturgical
Participation Transformation


The third theme relates to the role of
sustainable faith formation in transforming the participation of the faithful
in the liturgy. The results of the study show that the formation of faith
carried out through catechesis, faith deepening, and parish pastoral activities
contribute directly to improving the quality of liturgical participation of the
people. A documented study of parish pastoral programs shows that parishioners
who actively participate in faith formation show significant changes in the way
they follow the liturgy.


This is confirmed by the experience of
the faithful who feel the direct impact of faith formation on their liturgical
involvement: "After participating in the deepening of the faith, I
become more understanding and more courageous to be actively involved in the
Mass" (PK-04, November 16, 2025). Another congregation said: "Building
faith helps me understand why I need to get involved, not just come to
church" (PK-06, November 21, 2025). Liturgical officers also observe
changes in the behavior of the faithful after formation: "The faithful
who frequently participate in catechesis are usually better prepared and more
active in the liturgical celebrations" (LG-01, November 24, 2025). From
the perspective of pastoral stewardship, the formation of faith is seen as an
effective pastoral strategy: "The continuous formation of faith greatly
helps the faithful to engage consciously and responsibly in the liturgy"
(PR-02, November 29, 2025).


These findings confirm that faith
formation serves as a transformation mechanism that integrates faith
understanding and spiritual appreciation into the liturgical practices of the
people. Through triangulation of interview, observation, and documentation data,
this study shows that contextual and sustainable faith coaching can
significantly increase active participation in faith. Thus, the formation of
faith has proven to be a strategic factor in strengthening the quality of
liturgical participation of the faithful at the parish level.











The first
paragraph confirms that the main findings of this study show that the active
participation of the faithful in the liturgy cannot be understood solely as
physical presence, but rather as conscious engagement rooted in the
understanding of faith. These results are in line with a theory of reflective
faith-formation that places knowledge of faith as a prerequisite for meaningful
religious engagement. Contemporary theological studies emphasize that an
understanding of symbols, rites, and liturgical structures allows the faithful
to internalize the theological meaning of the celebration of faith more deeply,
so that participation does not stop at the ritualistic aspect (Baldovin, 2021).
Thus, the findings of this study reinforce the view that the cognitive
dimension of faith plays a strategic role in shaping the participatory
awareness of the faithful in the liturgy of the Catholic Church.


The second
paragraph examines the appreciation of faith as an affective and existential
dimension that deepens the quality of the people's liturgical participation.
Qualitative data show that people who experience the liturgy as a personal
spiritual encounter tend to engage more fully and consistently. These findings
are in line with a spiritual-experiential approach in practical theology that
views faith as a lived experience experienced in a personal and communal way
(Sheldrake, 2020). An appreciation of faith allows people not only to
understand the liturgy rationally, but also to live it as a source of spiritual
power that shapes the attitudes and actions of daily life. Thus, this study
confirms that authentic liturgical participation is born from the integration
between theological understanding and living spiritual experience.


The third
paragraph discusses the role of sustainable faith building as a transformative
factor in increasing the active participation of the people. The findings of
the study suggest that catechesis and contextual faith assistance contribute
significantly to changes in the attitude of the faithful in following the
liturgy. This is consistent with pastoral research that emphasizes the
importance of the process of lifelong faith formation in building the
involvement of the faithful as active subjects of the life of the Church
(Harris, 2022). The formation of dialogical faith helps the faithful to connect
the Church's teachings with the reality of their lives, so that the liturgy is
understood as a relevant and meaningful event of faith. The contribution of
this research lies in the empirical affirmation that the formation of faith is
not just an adjunct activity, but a key cornerstone for quality liturgical
participation.


The fourth
paragraph highlights the contextual factors that influenced the research
results, in particular the socio-cultural background of the local Church in
East Nusa Tenggara. These findings suggest that strong religious traditions and
community togetherness support community participation, but at the same time
have the potential to perpetuate patterns of habitual engagement without deep
reflection of faith. This phenomenon is in line with contextual studies that
show that a strong religious culture is not always directly proportional to the
depth of faith (Beattie, 2021). Therefore, the seemingly contradictory findings
namely high attendance but variation in the quality of participation can be
understood as a consequence of the tension between communal traditions and
personal faith formations.


The fifth
paragraph critically reviews the limitations of research that have the
potential to affect outcomes. The limited number of informants and the focus on
one parish mean that the findings cannot be generalized to the entire context
of the Indonesian Catholic Church. In addition, the qualitative approach relies
heavily on the depth of the informant's narrative, so the possibility of
subjectivity bias is completely avoidable. However, these limitations are
inherent characteristics of qualitative research that aims to explore meaning
and experience in depth (Maxwell et al., 2023). Therefore, the findings of this
study are more appropriately understood as contextual contributions that open
up a wider space for theological and pastoral reflection.











The sixth
paragraph affirms scientific contributions and recommendations for further
research. Theoretically, this research enriches the study of liturgical and
pastoral theology by emphasizing the close relationship between the
understanding of faith, spiritual appreciation, and the active participation of
the people. In practice, these findings provide the basis for the development
of a more integrative and contextual faith-building strategy at the parish
level. Follow-up research is recommended to use a comparative approach between
parishes or mixed methods to expand the scope of the analysis and test the
consistency of findings in different contexts. Thus, this research contributes
to the development of a more holistic understanding of the participation of the
faithful in the liturgy as a living and sustainable praxis of faith
(Gaillardetz, 2024).


 


Conclusion


Based on the results of research and
discussion, it can be concluded that the active participation of the faithful
in the liturgy of the Catholic Church is not only determined by physical
presence, but is highly dependent on the level of understanding and
appreciation of the faith of the people. A reflective understanding of faith
allows the faithful to realize the theological meaning of the liturgy, while a
deep appreciation of faith encourages a more conscious, meaningful, and
responsible engagement in liturgical celebrations. The formation of a
sustainable and contextual faith has been shown to play a strategic role in
shaping the participatory attitude of the people, so that the liturgy is not
understood as a formal routine, but as a lively and transformative encounter of
faith. Thus, strengthening the understanding and appreciation of the faith
through a planned and sustainable pastoral approach is the main key to
improving the quality of the active participation of the faithful in the
liturgy of the Church.
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