Liturgy: The Way Forward


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Andrew Cameron-Mowat, SJ  (The Japan Mission Journal Summer 2008 Volume 62 Number 2) 85-92
Liturgy: The Way Forward

Andrew Cameron-Mowat, SJ, studied philosophy at Heythrop College, theology at Weston Jesuit School of Theology, and Liturgy at the Graduate Theological Union. He completed his STL and PhD in Liturgy in 1998. Since then he has been Lecturer in Liturgy at Heythrop College and was Dean of Postgraduate Studies for five years. He has published articles in Questions Liturgiques, Liturgical Ministry, Pastoral Review and The Tablet. 

The publication in 2007 of the Pope’s motu proprio “Summorum Pontificum” has brought to sharp focus important issues in the renewal of the liturgy. In this article I attempt to discuss what I see as the most important of these and will try to suggest ways in which the wider community of the Church can come to appreciate and celebrate liturgy which is vibrant, challenging and inspirational, and which faithfully respects the insights of the gathered bishops at the Second Vatican Council.

The bishops at the Second Vatican Council approved by an overwhelming margin the text of Sacrosanctum Concilium [SC], and since its promulgation in December of 1963 the Church has carried out the work of implementing it.  Pope Paul VI implemented the reform of the liturgy as one of the monuments of his papacy. Along the way, he abrogated the previous versions of the rites, so as to prevent any confusion or doubt about the status of the current rites: these were now the traditional rites of the Roman Catholic Church and replaced the previous ones. The sacramental rites were revised and updated according to the historical and theological discoveries and developments of the centuries after Trent. This revision indicated awareness of the needs of the faithful, and responded in particular to the call of the bishops that there be full, conscious and active participation by all of the people in the celebration of the sacraments. The reforms were led by the Pope, with the bulk of the work being undertaken by the Consilium, the body set up to carry out the detailed work involved, with groups of highly trained experts and theologians to consult, under the auspices of the Congregation for Divine Worship. The bishops in each country of the Church were then asked, through catechesis, training and careful implementation, to replace the old rites with the revised versions. 

This was a period of rapid change, as evidenced most profoundly by the change in the relationship between the people and their priest/presider. A liturgical manifestation of this occurred when for the first time the priest/presider turned round to face the people in the celebration of the Eucharist. It was as if the veil in the temple (or the obscuring structure of the roodscreen) had been torn from top to bottom. Edward Schillebeeckx makes this clear:
The fundamental gain of this constitution is that it broke the clergy monopoly of the liturgy. Whereas it was formerly the priest’s affair, with the faithful no more than his clientele, the council regards not only the priest but the entire Christian community, God’s people, as the subject of the liturgical celebration, in which each in his proper place is given his own particular hierarchically ordered function—a theological view with all kinds of practical repercussions.

The bishops at the Council also approved the Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium [LG], and this document needs to be considered beside SC, for it gives an indication of how the renewal of the liturgy, its implementation and its continued development, was supposed to go. SC had given to bishops in their various territories the duty as well as the right to oversee the changes in the liturgy, and to bring forth liturgy that would foster to a much greater degree than before full, conscious and active participation by all of the faithful. LG indicates elements of collegiality and subsidiarity that the bishops felt were necessary for the life of the Church (and within that, the crucial renewal of the liturgy). Episcopal conferences were recommended to form various language groups in order to promote the reform of the liturgy in a more expeditious way, but also as an expression of this newfound collegiality. If the mind of the bishops of each conference was in agreement about various aspects of liturgical reform, of text, of ritual, then there remained only to forward the relevant documents to the Congregation for the recognitio, the official seal of approval.
The process of reform and renewal of the liturgy was not something that came “out of the blue” but was a natural outcome of the renewal of the whole Church brought about by the Second Vatican Council. Liturgical reform itself was also not something new. It was completely normal practice for the Church to renew its liturgy. Gregory I (d. 604) and Gregory VII (d. 1085) were great liturgical reformers; Sixtus V (1588) entrusted the “reform and correcting of the liturgical books” to the new Congregation of Sacred Rites and Ceremonies; Pius X, in his Motu proprio “Abhinc duos annos” (23/10/1913) describes the condition of the liturgical rites as “squalor”;  Pius X described the reform of the psalter in 1911 as a “first step”; Pius XI added an important historical section to the Congregation in 1930; Pius XII established a pontifical commission for the general restoration of the liturgy in 1948, and there were reforms to the liturgies of the Easter Vigil (1951), Holy Week (1955), a provisional simplification of the rubrics in the Breviary and the Missal (1955), and an Instruction on sacred music (1958). Among these reforms, the Decree on restoration of Holy Week of the Sacred Congregation of Rites lists three important sources of petitions for liturgical restoration: (a) liturgical experts or scholars, (b) pastors, and most important (c) bishops.
 Finally, in the period prior to the Second Vatican Council, Pius XII’s Allocution of Sept 22, 1956
 contains a summary evaluation of the Liturgical Movement. It was:

a sign of the providential dispositions of God for the present time, of the movement of the Holy Ghost in the Church, to draw men more closely to the mysteries of the faith and the riches of grace which flow from the active participation of the faithful in the liturgical life... In the matter of liturgy, as in many other spheres, one must avoid two extreme attitudes with regard to the past: a blind attachment and a complete contempt. There are found in the liturgy unchangeable elements, a sacred content which transcends time, but also elements which are variable and transitory, and sometimes even imperfect.  The present-day attitude of liturgical milieux toward the past seems to Us in general to be entirely sound.

Reform and renewal as a result of the Second Vatican Council occurred in all fields of Church life, both structurally and theologically, and some were more successful than others. There has been recent questioning of the “true” understanding of the Fathers of the Council, and of the correct interpretation of its decrees and constitutions. For distinguished Church historian Fr. John O’Malley SJ, in his new book Vatican II: Did Anything Happen?, the real import of the Council was that “something happened,” and especially that the two hermeneutical principles of reform: aggiornamento [renewal] and ressourcement [returning to the theology of the Fathers] strongly influenced the discussions and the resulting documents.

For O’Malley, the Council was not in the business of issuing orders or canons with punishing anathemas for those who did not conform, but was “about persuading and inviting.”
 There was some vocabulary missing in the entirety of the council documents: “alienation, exclusion, enmity, words of threat and intimidation, words of surveillance and punishment.”
 Also, there are horizontal words, such as “brothers and sisters,” “people of God,” “friendship” words, such as collaboration, cooperation, partnership, dialogue, collegiality and then there are what O’Malley calls the “humility” words6: pilgrim, servant, and “change” words like development, progress, evolution; all are used in preference to the “vertical or top-down words typical of former councils and of the 19th-century papacy.”
 O’Malley also argues that tradition and change are not opposite notions but work together: “Change is inherent in the very concept of tradition, which is not an inert body of truths but an incarnated reality. The very transcendence of the message means it can be only imperfectly articulated by any given person or culture.”

One of the great champions of the reform of the liturgy in England and Wales was Cardinal Heenan. In his Pastoral Letter for Lent, 1965, he stated that:

Converts complain, not without bitterness, that what attracted them to the Church is now being taken away.
 

 We must not pretend that nothing needed to be changed…The changes in the Mass have made the greatest impact on the faithful. Some complain that the use of English in the Mass has meant throwing away the benefits of a universal language in a universal Church. It is true that something is lost by having an English liturgy. But the Pope and the bishops of the whole Church were convinced that it would be an immense gain to the majority of the faithful if their mother tongue were used. Whatever be our personal preferences, the fact is that millions who hitherto were mere bystanders are now taking an active part in the Mass.

 The Council has brought changes and to many Catholics these changes are painful. But change is almost always painful. Slum clearance, for example, which compels old people to exchange squalor for clean decency is often at first resisted. So with the Council.

For Heenan,“…the reform was necessary. When we have the Mass in simple style with beautiful language all the annoyance caused by the experiments will prove to have been worthwhile.”
 He concluded in his pastoral letter of September 1969 that

The Council was clearly right to reform the liturgy. Take, for example, the use of English. Even those who know Latin have found that the words of the Mass mean more to them in their own language…It is nevertheless a fact that use of the mother tongue has brought the Mass much closer to the people… Thousands more are receiving Holy Communion regularly. That is one splendid result of the liturgical reforms.
 

Paul VI could not approve the Mass of the Roman Rite, known as the novus ordo, as one among a number of options, because there was no way to do this and also establish the novus ordo as the traditional Roman Rite. For the latter to be true, there would have to be two Roman Rites in two forms, or one Roman Rite in two forms. Such a result would have been unthinkable at the time, and a dramatic “hedging of bets.” The transformation of the Church under the two key poles of aggiornamento and ressourcement would have been symbolically halted just as their fruits were coming to light. At the same time, the status of the novus ordo would have been severely compromised.

It was quite justified within the logic of ressourcement and aggiornamento to rewrite the prayers of the Liturgy, to bring them up to date and to change the texts if they were found no longer to conform to the Church’s renewed understanding of faith and theology in all its forms. The revision of the liturgy and the prayers would then show that, in the words of O’Malley, “something happened.” 

Among many examples from which one could choose, the 1962 Rite (the subject of the recent motu proprio) contains within the liturgy for Good Friday a prayer for the Jews that, within the context of the teachings of the Second Vatican Council, could no longer stand up as authentic Catholic teaching, and so this prayer has been changed by Pope Benedict XVI.

A similar process would seem to be required for the prayer for the unity of the Church, which reads as follows:

Let us pray also for heretics and schismatics: that our Lord God may save them from their errors and be pleased to recall them to our holy Mother, the Catholic and Apostolic Church… Almighty and everlasting God, You save all men and will that none should be lost; look down on those who are deceived by the wiles of the devil, that with the evil of heresy removed from their hearts, the erring may repent and return to the unity of Your truth.”

In the context of the Church which accepts as its doctrine the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio) and the Declaration of the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Aetate), this prayer also clearly no longer reflects authentic Catholic teaching. The prayer of the Novus Ordo Missal is an excellent replacement.

Either something happened at the Second Vatican Council or nothing happened. Those who devote themselves exclusively to the pre-conciliar rites are in danger of living in a Church in which “nothing happened.” All subsequent liturgical reforms would be removed: there would be no vernacular, no involvement of the laity, no female servers or readers, no communion in the hand, three hour, or even midnight, rather than one hour fast, no sign of peace, severely reduced emphasis on the Liturgy of the Word, no readings in English, no communion under both kinds, no extraordinary ministers, no signs of thoughtful and effective inculturation, prayers whose theology include the attitude that non-Catholics are heretics and deceived by the devil.  

If the lex orandi or law of prayer has to be in some kind of agreement with the law of belief or lex credendi, then the prayers of the liturgy have to be reshaped because our beliefs, about non-Christians, about non-Catholics, about the presence of goodness in the world, about sin and redemption, about the sacraments, have developed. We have come to understand these things better than we used to. Vatican II showed that the attitude of the Catholic Church to the world, compared to the attitude of previous councils, was from now on to be completely transformed. The Mass of Paul VI reflects that transformation. “The liturgical renewal is the most visible fruit of the whole work of the Council. For many people the message of the Second Vatican Council has been experienced principally through the liturgical reform.”14
Around the world, there are signs that the process of inculturation in liturgy seems to have slowed down or even stopped. But it must continue and develop. For the Benedictine liturgical scholar Anscar Chupungco, the revision of the missals was only a first step, and there is still more to be done:

Christian life is richer in content and scope than the Roman liturgy. There is more to life than what the Roman formularies and rites are able to embody. In short, inculturation alone cannot fully satisfy all the requirements for a truly renewed liturgy of a local Church. Creativity, which has always been an inherent feature of the Church's worship, is sometimes not a mere option but an imperative for a local Church that wants its liturgy to be relevant and have impact on the life of the faithful.

We are in need of new signs of hope and life in the liturgy, with rituals which celebrate our unity rather than emphasise our division, which foster our prayer and which help us to grow in wonder at the power and love of the risen Christ. Romano Guardini, writing on the occasion of the German liturgical congress at Mainz forty years ago, summed up the situation then, and his words remain relevant today:

The question is whether the wonderful opportunities now open to the liturgy will achieve their full realisation; whether we shall be satisfied with just removing anomalies, taking new situations into account, giving better instructions on the meaning of ceremonies and liturgical vessels or whether we shall relearn a forgotten way of doing things and recapture lost attitudes.

In the renewed vision of the liturgy, we need to ensure that the key elements of the reform of Vatican II are not lost. The involvement of the assembly, or congregation, or parish, or community, in the celebration of the liturgy isn’t merely a “good idea.” It is essential for the Body of Christ to be effectively made present in its fullest form.

In terms of ecclesiology, the liturgy places the people of God at the heart of the celebration: all persons enter into the church’s mystical communion through the celebration of the liturgy. We enter into relationship with the church, both head and members, both institutional and sacramental. We renew our connection to the Church universal through our presence in the local Church. The gathered community (no longer to be regarded as individual persons worshipping individually) is joined with the communion of saints in the praise of God and the celebration of the sacraments: this group, praying and praising God, and forming the Body of Christ under the guidance of the Spirit, and at the same time being drawn into unity with the communion of saints, is, in symbolic form and in its most profound sense, the living Church. Without violating our freedom, the impetus is given by the Spirit to all people who celebrate the liturgy together to use their gifts for the good of all. The teaching church guides us and maintains our place within a particular tradition of faith and celebration. The magisterium of the Church protects and fosters our true understanding of these mysteries.

Through our activity in the mystical communion of the Church, we are joined with the communion of saints in celebrating the Lord of Life, and we worship God who graces us with the Holy Spirit and transforms us through the sacraments. This presence and involvement is deeply felt and whole-hearted. We are caught up with “love of the God we cannot see,” our “hearts burn within us” as we listen to the scriptures, the prayers speak directly to us in words that need no translation and are not in some recondite “code.”

The progress that has been made in the celebration of the Eucharist, and in the rites of Christian initiation is only yet partial. Other sacraments also need further transformation in this sense of the full and active participation of the whole assembly. The possibility of adaptation, of creativity, of inculturation, represent a dramatic revolution in the attitude of the Church to the liturgy. They also present the possibility of a return to the customs of the earliest times.

The future of the Roman Rite could involve retrenchment, “reform of the reform,” or other as yet unknown levels of renewal and change. It will be important to remember that all developments should be true to the spirit of Vatican II, and that further development of the present rites need to acknowledge the importance of variety and pluriformity. We may find ways in the future to give greater license to episcopal conferences to shape the Roman Rite (characterised by unity with pluriformity rather than uniformity) in the best ways for their cultures and pastoral settings while at the same time maintaining a strong sense of the universal Church and communion with the Holy See. The process towards greater and more effective inculturation is a key perspective on the development of the rites. At the present time, having accepted that rigid uniformity has been replaced by “substantial unity,” we should actively seek out and promote liturgical language, symbol, movement, ritual which expresses and celebrates the risen Christ present in a multitude of different forms.

These are now the days and years of the Pentecost event: we see all over the world a vast multicultural celebration of the liturgy of the Roman Rite in all its diversity and colour, rich in symbol, movement, music and languages.  Sacrosanctum Concilium is the enemy of uniformity and is the foundation document for the pluriform liturgies that we have yet to develop. The bishops must recall the challenge of Sacrosanctum Concilium and the words of Pope Paul VI, to accept our vernacular as a magnificent achievement of human endeavour, inspiration and genius; to give us prayers we can speak out loud and that make sense to us here and now; to foster the continuing process of liturgical renewal and inculturation.

We need to pray in language that speaks to our whole heart and soul, and brings our prayer up to God. The Christ who is within us wishes to address his Father using our mouths, our tongues, our voices, our dances, our music, our symbols, our genius. All of these are gifts of God to us which we return through our praise and worship and thanksgiving.
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