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Civilizational transformations embrace all the spheres of human 
activity, i.e. including religious life. The reality of faith, in a very 

broad sense of the word, has undergone deep and sometimes rapid 
transformations. These days, the faith and the Church, which preaches 
and safeguards it, have lost the convenient conditions to receive and 
accept them. It seems that the space of possibility for the faith has been 
replaced by a kind of space of impossibility. In consequence, the lack 
of faith, which seemed something of an anomaly when Christianity 
flourished, becomes a norm, and religious beliefs become something 
exceptional, which only exists because it goes against the spirit of the 
times. The aim of this paper is to present the sense and opportunities of 
religious activity in the lay cultural context.
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The family as a home Church

The family has always been at the focus of attention of the 
Church. With the idea of renewal, which arises from the resolutions 
adopted by the Second Vatican Council and which formed new theo-
logical perspectives, there appeared original pastoral and liturgical 
inspirations, which also concerned the family, called the home Church. 
According to this new doctrine, this specific home sanctuary should 
be the place where the baptismal ministry of the father, the mother, 
children and all the family community members is practiced by taking 
sacraments, prayer and thanksgiving, testimony of holy life and by 
renouncing oneself as well as by active love1.

It must be emphasised that the widespread, deep crisis of the 
family has become a catalyst for seeking and discovering the ecclesial 
character of the family. The point was to show it as a subject and place 
of experience of liturgy and various forms of piety. On the one hand, 
the family was perceived as a place where attitudes to life naturally 
develop, and on the other – as a supernatural environment, in which the 
human transcendent destiny is realised. Parents in such a vision should 
perform their everyday tasks, but also take responsibility in the Chris-
tian formation, which should be understood as cooperation with God 
in the process of bringing up children to be Christ’s conscious apostles 
and valuable members of the ecclesial community. The family home, 
understood to denote a small church, a home Church, is perceived as 
a place where a kind of home liturgy is celebrated. It includes family 
prayer, communion of family life with the life of the Church, liturgical 
celebrations, religious family meetings, communion of the family life 
with the life of both the universal and the particular Church2.

The family life is associated with the issue of rites, celebrations, 
regulations to guide and help the family to live through its prayers and 
religious as well as family celebrations. Each liturgy has a certain ritual; 
therefore, the findings of sociological studies can be used in consid-
erations of the liturgy of family life. Basically, the term ritual has not 
been widely approved in any other branch of science except liturgics. 
Scholars studying ritual events use various terms, such as custom, rite, 
ceremony, etc. These ecclesiological terms are described in sociology as 
religious rituals in the family, i.e. symbolic actions, which enable the 
1  W. Nowak, Liturgia w rodzinie po Soborze Watykańskim II, „Warszawskie Studia 
Teologiczne”, nr 24, 2011, p. 185-187.
2  C. Krakowiak, Funkcja kapłańska rodziny – liturgia domowa, [in:] A. Tomkie-
wicz, W. Wieczorek (eds.), Rodzina jako Kościół domowy, Lublin 2010, p. 345-264.
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home church – with sacrum-oriented objects, gestures and words – to 
find the holistic and religious perspective for the family life. Religious 
rituals of this kind can be classified in accordance with their anticipated 
functions and either a complex or simple nature of ceremonial forms3.

According to W. Piwowarski, they can be divided into several 
groups, although this classification, also taking into account the family 
dimension, does not purport to be disjunctive or exclusive. The first 
group includes annual rites which – considering where they take place 
– are: a) ecclesiastical: Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, Corpus Christi, 
All Saints’ Day, parish festival; b) local, such as blessing fields, bringing 
harvest wreaths to church; c) they may also be connected with the fami-
ly home, such as sharing a Christmas wafer, blessing the bride and the 
bridegroom by their parents before the wedding, decorating windows 
in the houses situated near Holy Virgin sanctuaries. The common trait 
of the second group of rituals is taking holy sacraments. These include: 
a) church rituals, such as baptism, Eucharist, church wedding, funeral; 
b) religious and cultural rituals, performed in accordance with local 
and regional customs, e.g. christening party, the first Communion, 
wedding, funerals. The third group includes sacramentalia, which are 
important in linking the religious values with everyday lives of the 
faithful: blessing homes, cars, household animals, rosary prayers at 
roadside shrines and crosses, etc. In “mixed” rituals, referring to life 
cycles and crises, initiation to new social roles and the individual’s 
biography (birthday, name day), traditional, religious-magical beliefs, 
sacrum and profanum are intertwined4.

Sociological studies show some tendencies in this area. One of 
them is the fact that the rituals associated with traditional religiousness 
are simplified, and the element of sacrum reduced. At the same time, 
they are increasingly becoming more private and have a family nature, 
less so parish-centred and local. The process is taking place gradually 
in different groups of religious ceremonies and in individual spheres of 
one’s life. The greatest importance is assigned to the rituals associated 
with receiving sacraments (rites of passage), smaller – to annual, and 
the smallest – to sacramentalia. The integration functions of religions 
are seen to diminish in this context. It seems that the Church is becom-
ing less a point of reference for religious rituals in the family, which 
are more than before shaped by an individual and so-called private 
religiousness. There is also a certain duality in the functioning of the 
3  J. Mariański, W poszukiwaniu sensu życia: szkice socjologiczno-pastoralne, Lublin 
1990, p. 112.
4  W. Piwowarski, Socjologia religii, Lublin 1996, p. 8.
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family ritual. On the one hand, it is becoming increasingly strong, while 
on the other, it is becoming secularised. It involves the autonomisation 
of secondary values and loss of the primary ones5.

Secularisation

Each new era has developed specific features, ways of thinking, 
perceiving the world and reference to God. It allows for determina-
tion of certain general features of each culture. Historical studies have 
clearly shown that there is a prevailing spiritual climate in every epoch, 
that there was the Hellenistic mind-set, the Mediaeval attitude, the 
spirit of the Renaissance, etc. It is taken as certain in this type of studies 
that if one wants to understand the art, literature, philosophy, religion 
of an epoch, one must put it against the cultural context. Therefore, 
in order to understand man in an epoch, one must understand the 
climate in which his thinking, actions and lifestyle have been shaped. 
It is not any specific or special philosophy, but rather something less 
tangible, something like the base or background for everything, and it 
is what gives the acts of man a mark which determines if he belongs to 
a particular culture and epoch6.

It seems that laity is such a background of the modern times. 
The term is rather ambiguous and it is used mostly for descriptions of 
the state-Church relations, which involves mutual separation that it is 
supposed to characterise. However, as Pope Benedict XVI points out, 
the concept of secularity has a long history. Initially, it denoted the lay 
faithful, who were not clergymen or monks. In the Mediaeval times, 
there was a distinction between the secular and spiritual authority.  
In modern times, the concept of secularity sometimes acquires the 
meaning of excluding religion and its symbols from the public sphere7.

It can be claimed with respect to culture that it is an attitude 
to the world and to life, which is at the very basis of thought, which, 
beginning in the Mediaeval times, developed into the dominant spirit 
of the West, thereby becoming the cause and effect of the cultural 
and social secularisation process. The image of the world and of man 

5  J. Decyk, Liturgia życia rodzinnego, „Collectanea Theologica”, nr 3, 1992, p. 82.
6  L. Gilkey, Nazwanie wichru, tłum. T. Mieszkowski, Warszawa 1976, p. 35.
7  Address of his holiness Benedict XVI to the participants of the 56th National 
Study Congress organized by the Union of Italian Catholic Juristic, 9 Decem-
ber 2006, https://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2006/
december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20061209_giuristi-cattolici.html,  
[access: 2.09.2019].
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developed in this spirit has been stripped of the metaphysical and reli-
gious context. Therefore, each sphere of human activity has gained its 
own, unquestionable autonomy. Therefore, secularisation has become 
the process of emancipation of man, of liberation from the imposed 
authority and tradition. According to Walter Kasper, the whole history 
of Western civilisation can be regarded as a progressive process of man 
being dominated by his freedom8. However, at the beginning of the 
modern times, this history entered a new stadium. In the social life, 
it has led to recognising freedom and equality of all men. The basic 
and universal rights of man were formulated. The existing, hierarchi-
cal social order started to give way to the partnership order, based on 
equality and freedom for all. It also caused a deep crisis of authority 
and a change of how man perceived all institutions, customs and tradi-
tions. Such institutions as the state, the Church and even the family 
were no longer something given by a transcendent authority which one 
has to obey. In the lay mind-set, these are no longer earthly manifesta-
tions of the divine and eternal order; to which belonging and obedience 
gave a sense and meaning to the short human life on earth9.

This lay spirit, which is the main determinant of modern man’s 
self-understanding, has some characteristic features, such as random-
ness, relativism, earthliness and autonomy. A short analysis will help 
to better understand how man sees and perceives his existence now. 
Randomness is the first feature; it is the conviction that the whole reality 
has a cause, but it is difficult to say that it is rational or purposeful. This 
is what one is made to think because of the lack of evidence to support 
this statement. The course of events may reveal some approximate 
order which enables the preservation of our existence and tracking its 
recurring regularities, and even anticipating future events – as long as 
it is necessary to take practical decisions, for the purposes of science 
and technology. In order to exclude any ambiguity or lack of clarity, 
studying reality involves just its description, whose most appropriate 
form is reporting statements. The only available way to talk about real-
ity requires the use of sentences that refer to (and are limited to) specific 
sensory data, and it is the only cognitive contact with what is and the 
only way to talk about it. In such an approach, there is no room for the 
question: why do things exist? There is also no place to look for deeper 
and further causes of the world or to indicate its order or harmony. 
This is because it goes beyond the possibilities of the human mind and 
8  W. Kasper, Rzeczywistość wiary, tłum. J. Piesiewicz, Warszawa 1979, p. 12-14.
9  H. Fries, Wiara zakwestionowana, tłum. A. Paygert, J. Zarański, Kraków 1975, 
p. 48-50.
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critical cognition, and it is simply a mystery that has no serious influ-
ence on life, or even none at all. So the area around which a reflexive 
thought can move has been greatly limited. For if only direct experi-
ence is a criterion for verifying the meaning of any statement, then in 
formulating metaphysical or theological judgements one goes beyond 
this experience making them meaningless and unrealistic. Man simply 
does not know what they mean. And the symbolic language, which 
tries to penetrate the surface of phenomena and reach their depths, tells 
contemporary man about his psychological and linguistic problems 
rather than about any transcendental or divine dimension of reality10.

Another feature is the temporality and transience. It follows 
that time permeates all things, that everything exists in time and passes 
away, and therefore it is mortal and has its end. According to this 
description, everything changes, everything is a transition from the 
past to a limited and definable future. Today, the unchanging order 
of things has been replaced by time and history, and in them only the 
sources of the sense of human existence are sought. Contemporary man 
has become, above all, aware of his historicity, openness to the future, 
the creative capabilities of his free nature and the important role of 
hope associated with the historical future11. Therefore, a concept such 
as eternity is incomprehensible to modern man, because he finds its 
manifestations in all his experience – he knows only the passing and 
dying of everything. What is measurable in time has replaced what 
is eternal. Therefore, all the truths of Christian eschatology no longer 
arouse much interest. And when life itself imposes some of them, he 
tries to “cover them up” as much as possible12.

The next feature, relativity or relativism, points to various 
dependencies and determination of a human being. This view has been 
shaped in man by contemporary physics, biology, as well as social and 
psychological sciences. Because he thinks that he is only a historical 
being, he is under a significant influence of what happens in history. 
There is nothing absolute in experience, including space and time.  
The aim is to understand the individual and his behaviour, not in terms 
of his individual and unchangeable substance or soul, but in terms of 
the system of social relations that have shaped him and which, there-
fore, can explain him. Hence, such notions as substance, soul, being 
have lost their meaning. On the other hand, change, process, becom-
ing or context dominate. In such a perspective, even man’s actions, his 
10  L. Gilkey, Nazwanie…, op. cit., p. 42-58.
11  Ibid., p. 58.
12  J.H. Smith, Doświadczenie i Bóg, tłum. D. Petsch, Warszawa 1971, p. 196.
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thinking and everything he does are shaped by a historical context.  
The creations of thoughts cannot be absolute or eternal. In such an 
understanding of history, every event or creative work in culture, 
its philosophies, religious beliefs, religious writings, laws, values or 
customs belong to the environment that surrounded them. For contem-
porary man, the products of a past era seem strange because they were 
developed in a different cultural and historical context – it is deepened 
by the growing period of time dividing these points in history13.

The fourth feature is autonomy and freedom. When the previ-
ous characteristics represent reality pessimistically as indifferent and 
transient, it brings courage and hope to man, because in its freedom and 
autonomy he has a chance to create himself. They appear as an inalien-
able right due to him because of his birth, his natural ability to learn 
the truth about himself, to decide about his own fate, to create his own 
sense of existence and to establish his own values. The future is open 
and, thanks to the affirmation of freedom, man can creatively realise his 
humanity and self-determination according to his own reason and will. 
History in this sense appears as an irreversible process of liberation, 
leading to an era in which a person, already completely liberated, will 
enjoy full happiness on earth. In consequence, man takes responsibility 
for himself and for the future history, to which it gives structure and 
meaning. Freedom looks different in different currents of thought, but 
for all forms of contemporary thought, salvation comes through the 
realisation of freedom. Autonomy is therefore a fundamental category 
for the understanding of man and his freedom. It was its expansion that 
caused former authorities to disappear and undermined the impor-
tance of many historical forms of religion, the demands of faith and 
obedience14.

Manifestations of religious experience

Religious faith is a dynamic reality, both socially and person-
ally, inscribed in historical existence, so it is characterised by both 
development and crisis. Today, we talk directly about the crisis of 
faith in the context of secularized, pluralistic and globalizing culture. 
The secular climate of the present day described above justifies the 
13  L. Gilkey, Nazwanie…, op. cit., p. 51-53.
14  Congregation of the Doctrine of Faith, Instruction on Christian freedom and 
liberation, 1986, n. 1, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/
cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19860322_freedom-liberation_en.html, 
[access: 12.09.2109].
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impossibility of religious experiences and rituals that would have a real 
meaning for human existence. However, when analysing the authentic 
life of man, one can conclude that the declared secular worldview does 
not fully reflect his everyday existence and is, to some extent, detached 
from it. Between these two planes, between what he thinks and what 
he experiences, between the richness of sensations and the dry forms 
of their scientific description, one can see a certain state of tension, 
a certain dissonance or a chasm. The limitation of the interpretation 
of the world and of human life to certain areas, in which claims can be 
verified according to the criteria adopted by the author, is insufficient. 
The existence of man, defined only in the categories of finite forces that 
can be indicated, i.e. randomness, relativity, transience or autonomy, 
without considering deeper causes or some kind of force that sustains 
and directs life, does not ensure full understanding15.

The first dimension of this disharmony is the statement that 
man wants to know and understand the moral as well as practical side 
of his life. He wants to be certain of his values, on which he builds his 
life. It is obvious that he lives and strives for greater autonomy and 
freedom, but he realizes the fact of living among other people and 
wants to form a community with them. This, in turn, implies renun-
ciation of his own benefits and interests, since this is required of him 
by the developing friendship and love. There is something new and 
alien to the secular understanding of the world in these experiences, 
something that is incomprehensible and difficult for him to interpret. 
Nor can it be compared to any of the existing and known elements of 
reality. This appears as a fundamental assumption in the considera-
tion of the ordinary, relative realities with which it is confronted; not 
so much as a presence, but as the ultimate end and demand; not so 
much as an answer, but as a fundamental question; and this dimension 
makes human life incomparable to anything that exists on earth and is, 
precisely, human life16.

Another disharmony between a secular declaration and 
a concrete existence is introduced by the vision of a new, liberated 
society, in which the “fullness of life” is possible, i.e. a life without 
flaws and conflicts. Experience, however, constantly shows the world 
of tragedy, repeated crises and instability. There is also the experience 
of evil, violence and exploitation. Man must be aware that he cannot 
fully identify himself with this world17. A concrete experience reminds 
15  J. Życiński, Głębia bytu, Poznań 1988, p. 49.
16  K. Rahner, O możliwości wiary dziś, tłum. A. Morawska, Kraków 1983, p. 53.
17  W. Kasper, Rzeczywistość…, op. cit., p. 29.
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man that the main force or current that shapes history is beyond his 
influence. It also indicates that the objectives he sets himself are still 
being achieved in a random and uncertain manner. Thus, contrary 
to the opinion of a secular man, the dimension of uncertainty enters 
history, and the life and its goal is still un-guessed, immersed in dark-
ness and shrouded in mystery. Thus, in spite of his real freedom, man 
also experiences himself as dependent, on which he has no influence. 
This is where the experience of duty, moral anxiety or guilt appears, 
which is understood as a specific human experience. Authentic life is 
filled with optimism, but also with doubt; it brings new surprises and 
joys now and again, but with terror and despair. Here too, the richness 
and multidimensionality of life is manifested, its depth, which cannot 
be enclosed within the framework of secular self-understanding18.

Dimension of mystery

Today’s secular culture uses a narrow and well-defined system 
of symbols, which describe, name and define also a strictly defined area 
of man’s life and activity. In his thinking he is also under the great influ-
ence of this culture and consciously or unconsciously accepts certain 
schemes of reasoning proposed by it. However, in his existence, which, 
as it has been stated, does not identify itself directly with thinking, man 
has not fully complied with these schemes. In his life there is still some-
thing unspoken and spontaneous, that is alive and meaningful for him, 
namely, the dimension of mystery and finality:

“Mystery in its essence is not the rest of the questions that rema-
in unanswered, it is not the margin of problems that cannot be 
solved today, but something that is inseparably connected with 
the essence of man and the world, something that results not 
only from the temporal human condition, but also from the 
nature of humanity, something that is not the object of academic 
discourses, but the object of life and existential experience”19.

The spirit of secularization has completely ignored this dimen-
sion, because it does not appear like all complete things. Therefore, 
the deep sources of joy and serenity in life, the foundations of human 
knowledge of oneself and one’s place, are beyond verbalization in 
human thinking. In addition, based on the assumptions of today’s 
18  K. Rahner, Podstawowy wykład wiary, tłum. T. Mieszkowski, Warszawa 1987, 
p. 40.
19  R. Rogowski, Światłość i Tajemnica, Katowice 1986, p. 51.
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culture, one cannot address at all the issues concerning the beginnings 
of man, his identity or destiny. However, this does not mean that these 
matters are no longer of concern to people today. The situation that has 
arisen makes it very difficult to tackle these problems. On the one hand, 
the difficulty is the influence of today’s culture, and on the other hand, 
the very specific nature of this dimension of experience. Its traces can 
be sought mainly as implications of human feelings and behaviours. 
Although it is effectively veiled in mystery, it is present in every aspect 
of life, in experiences or human decisions. A secular man claims that 
everything is finished and random, but somewhere on the fringes, in 
the depths of his consciousness there is a conviction that there is some 
kind of unconditioned, absolute being.

“This experience of the unconditioned basis manifests itself 
by the consciousness that our existence and its meaning are 
given to us and we are aware that they are not subject to orders, 
control or power of our intelligence or spiritual forces, but on 
the contrary – they are the basis or precondition for our posses-
sion and use of these forces”20.

Today, modern man realises most easily this final aspect of 
his life when he is aware of his limitations or when he experiences 
a categorical threat or helplessness. He then experiences the existence 
of “something” that exceeds his finiteness. Ultimately, therefore, final-
ity appears as transcendent with respect to man. However, this does 
not lead one directly to the finding of the existence of an absolute being 
or a personal God. This dimension of finality may appear as something 
positive and creative, but it is also possible to perceive it as a destruc-
tive force, as emptiness and absurdity. In addition to signs that point 
to an unconditional meaning, there are other signs that point to the 
ultimate absurdity of reality21.

It is not possible to make unambiguous statements here. 
This experience of absurdity cannot be ignored, which is confirmed, 
for example, by the range and popularity of existential philosophy.  
It is therefore legitimate to state that man at every level of life experi-
ences his reference to the ultimate foundation and feels it as a miracle, 
beauty, sense and joy of existence, coming from a transcendent source 
or the horror and nothingness of the ultimate emptiness. In his life, 
man experiences many joys that it brings, but also often experiences 
the joy of existence itself. He knows that there is an inner strength and 
20  L. Gilkey, Nazwanie…, op. cit., p. 321.
21  P. Tilich, Dynamika wiary, tłum. A. Szostkiewicz, Poznań 1987, p. 41.
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joyful vitality within him and he feels a true bond with the fullness of 
life, which does not come from him, and yet it is present in him and 
completely surpasses him, constantly pushing him forward22.

~

The family plays a fundamental role in the mission of the 
Church. Traditional religiousness anchored in it, manifesting itself 
in celebrations of various ecclesial and cultural events, is currently 
experiencing a kind of crisis. It is caused by radical processes of secu-
larization. This results in the obsolescence of centuries-old meanings 
of symbols and degradation of family rituals. A real chance to rebuild 
the meaning of the family and its religious subjectivity is offered by 
a concrete human existence in which, despite its declared secularity, 
a dimension of mystery, finality, fear of an unknown future and the 
need for community are present. In-depth reflection on the manifesta-
tions of religious celebration present in the context of the family gives 
a real chance for a renewed conceptualization of man’s religious needs. 
The cultivation of family rituals resulting from the liturgical year and 
cultural traditions can become an inspiring form for a renewed intel-
lectual reflection on the need for a transcendent dimension in human 
existence.

~•~

Marek ŻMudziński

Family as a Subject of Religious Celebration in the Lay Cultural Context

Abstract
This article presents the family as a subject of ecclesial life, real-

ising liturgical celebrations which result from the connection between 
the official liturgy of the Church and religious rituals cultivated in 
families. The crisis situation of the family, as a domestic church, result-
ing, among others, from the crisis situation of the Christian faith, is 
described. The reason for this is the radically secular dimension of 
contemporary culture, in which the dimension of transcendence is 
absent. Concrete manifestations of this phenomenon were shown by 

22  G. de Schrijver, Wiara jako akt ogołocenia i jej przedmiot, tłum. Ł. Balter, „Com-
munio”, nr 4, 1981, p. 46.
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factors of randomness, relativism, temporality and autonomy. The inad-
equacy of the theoretical description of the world and of the concrete 
existence, in which the dimension of mystery is still present has been 
shown as an opportunity. In such a situation, the family appears as 
a possible carrier of the transcendent needs of secular man.

Keywords: family, ritual, liturgy, laity, religion.
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Rodzina jako podmiot celebracji religijnej w świeckim kontekście 
kulturowym

Streszczenie
Artykuł przedstawia rodzinę jako podmiot życia kościelnego, 

przeprowadzającą celebracje liturgiczne, które wynikają z połączenia 
oficjalnej liturgii Kościoła z rytuałami religijnymi kultywowanymi 
w rodzinach. Autor opisuje sytuację kryzysową rodziny jako kościoła 
domowego, wynikającą m.in. z sytuacji kryzysowej wiary chrześci-
jańskiej. Powodem tego jest radykalnie świecki wymiar współczesnej 
kultury, w którym brakuje wymiaru transcendencji. Konkretnymi 
przejawami tego fenomenu są czynniki wyrywkowości, relatywizmu, 
doczesności i autonomii. Autor pokazuje, że nieadekwatność teoretycz-
nego opisu świata i konkretnej egzystencji, w której wymiar tajemnicy 
jest wciąż obecny, okazała się szansą. W takiej sytuacji bowiem rodzina 
jawi się jako potencjalny nośnik transcendentnych potrzeb człowieka 
świeckiego.

Słowa kluczowe: rodzina, rytuał, liturgia, świeccy, religia.

Marek Żmudziński


