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1


When I wrote The Word in the Desert: Anglican and Roman Catholic Reactions to Liturgical Reform (Cambridge: Lutterworth Press, 1995) some thirty years ago, most of my adult readers (born, let us say, before 1960) would have remembered a time, in either of the Churches, when the Book of Common Prayer (BCP) (whether in its 1662 form, or the 1928 version, retaining Cranmerian English) and what is now known as the ‘Extraordinary Form’ of the Mass in Latin (the Tridentine version of the Roman rite issued in 1570 and variously modified later) were in use in worship.1 Moreover, those who were then well into middle age, would have had their faith and worshipping experience nurtured by and embedded in those forms, through the formative years of childhood and young adulthood. So, it was not surprising that the replacement of the books, which began to occur in the late 1960s with no substantial input by the laity, caused widespread dismay in the pews. ‘Fifty years ago’, Laszlo Dobszay wrote, in 2010:




a Catholic entering a Catholic church in any part of the world could feel at home because the Latin liturgy he found there was identical to that experienced in his own country. Latin manifests that the liturgy is the worship of the whole Church and not merely of particular or local communities.2





In his assessment, the ‘miserable translations’ subsequently ‘produced in many countries after the [Second Vatican] Council’ are simply ‘unfit’ for use.3 However, it was not only the matter of linguistic change that was agitating people, although that was the principal focus of discontent, but the larger issue of the erosion of the kinds and variety of devotion and the character of the faith that those traditional liturgical experiences (which had been in place for centuries) had developed.


A prominent and telling feature of the reaction against mid-twentieth-century liturgical language reform, from its earliest manifestations, was the protest against it by well-known Christian laity of literary genius, in both Churches. ‘The buggering-up of the Church is a deep sorrow to me’, Roman Catholic convert, the novelist Evelyn Waugh wrote to Nancy Mitford (although, as he died in 1966, he did not live to see the worst of it).4 J.R.R. Tolkien, philologist and novelist, a lifelong devout Roman Catholic, hated the Novus Ordo Mass so much that he would shout the Latin responses in protest when attending it.5 While, in Anglicanism, the English-born poet, W.H. Auden, wrote to his Episcopal parish priest at St Mark’s in-the-Bowery in New York, having abruptly encountered the first of the changes:




Dear Father Allen


Have you gone stark raving mad? Aside from its introduction of a lesson and psalm from the O[ld].T[estament]., which seems to me admirable since few people go any more to Mattins or Evensong, the new ‘liturgy’ is appalling.


Our Church has had the singular good-fortune of having its Prayer-Book composed and its Bible translated at exactly the right time, i.e., late enough for the language to be intelligible to any English-speaking person in this century (any child of six can be told what ‘the quick and the dead’ means) and early enough, i.e., when people still had an instinctive feeling for the formal and the ceremonious which is essential in liturgical language.


This feeling has been, alas, as we all know, almost totally lost. (To identify the ceremonious with ‘the undemocratic’ is sheer contemporary cant.) The poor Roman Catholics, obliged to start from scratch, have produced an English Mass which is a cacophonous monstrosity (the German version is quite good, but German has a certain natural sonority): But why should we imitate them?


I implore you by the bowels of Christ to stick to Cranmer and King James. Preaching, of course, is another matter: there the language must be contemporary. But one of the great functions of the liturgy is to keep us in touch with the past and the dead.6





Even the reforming pope, Paul VI, in an address at a General Audience in 1969, recognised the truth of this last point in praising the Latin Mass as:




a venerable tradition that has gone on for centuries. This is something that affects our hereditary religious patrimony, which seemed to enjoy the privilege of being untouchable and settled. It seemed to bring the prayer of our forefathers and our saints to our lips and to give us the comfort of feeling faithful to our spiritual past, which we kept alive to pass it on to the generations ahead.





Nevertheless, he was well advanced in the process of disposing of it, to the point now, more than two generations on from the Second Vatican Council, where the contemporary vernacular liturgical rites, in the Roman Catholic Church, are normative for the vast majority of its members.


The pope’s focus on the character of liturgical language, in particular, tellingly reveals a fundamental misunderstanding, as he poses a question and provides an answer that is, as he recognises himself, ‘banal’ and ‘prosaic’:




It is here that the greatest newness is going to be noticed, the newness of language. No longer Latin, but the spoken language will be the principal language of the Mass. The introduction of the vernacular will certainly be a great sacrifice for those who know the beauty, the power and the expressive sacrality of Latin. We are parting with the speech of the Christian centuries; we are becoming like profane intruders in the literary preserve of sacred utterance. We will lose a great part of that stupendous and incomparable artistic and spiritual thing, the Gregorian chant. We have reason indeed for regret, reason almost for bewilderment. What can we put in the place of that language of the angels? We are giving up something of priceless worth. But why? What is more precious than these loftiest of our Church’s values? The answer will seem banal, prosaic. Yet it is a good answer, because it is human, because it is apostolic. Understanding of prayer is worth more than the silken garments in which it is royally dressed. Participation by the people is worth more – particularly participation by modern people, so fond of plain language which is easily understood and converted into everyday speech.7





This is, in fact, very far from ‘a good answer’. The language of liturgy is not and should never be ‘plain language’ or ‘everyday speech’. As C.S. Lewis noted, in his study of Paradise Lost – in the context of acknowledging an analogy with epic poetry – liturgical language ‘must be familiar in the sense of being expected. But … it must not be familiar in the sense of being colloquial or commonplace’: ‘What is the point of having a poet, inspired by the Muse, if he tells stories just as you or I would have told them?’ It is the same, he continues, with ‘the language of a liturgy’:




Regular churchgoers are not surprised by the service – indeed, they know a good deal of it by rote; but it is language apart …. something set deliberately apart from daily usage, but wholly familiar within its own sphere.





It is, like ‘epic diction’, a ‘ritual’ language.8 Moreover, it is of the nature of such language, paradoxically, that, beyond it, ‘there remains a surplus of the unspoken and unspeakable which calls us to silence’.9


When Auden, similarly, identifies ‘the formal and the ceremonious which is essential in liturgical language’ (and numerous other writers at the time and since, also practising Christians, such as the Anglo-Catholic T.S. Eliot, agreed with him in this matter and were similarly outspoken about it), Auden is identifying what we would call the poetic qualities, broadly interpreted, of liturgical language. With regard to the Latin liturgy, Dobszay argues (from a position that would cut next to no ice with liturgical modernisers) that ‘Latin creates, as it were, a protective veil by linguistic means around these most holy mysteries’:




This supposedly ‘dead’ language, unknown to most people and far from everyday parlance, has the capacity to inspire a deeper respect for the mystical reality of the liturgy than their everyday language. … [A]ncient religions in the course of their long history of transmission all developed for themselves a sacred language that was not identical with everyday parlance.10





For Auden, as for so many others at the time, whether of literary disposition or not, the matter was simple: ‘liturgical reforms are Hell’.11 The source of this, as Laurence Paul Hemming has pointed out, is ‘the dilemma with all liturgical reform – that it subordinates the work of the sacred to merely human intentions and planning, however well intentioned, or however highly trained’.12 The path to Hell is paved with good intentions.


In The Latin Mass and the Intellectuals: Petitions to Save the Ancient Mass from 1966 to 2007, published in 2023, Dr Joseph Shaw, president of the Latin Mass Society, details ‘the widespread intellectual opposition and critique of the reform of the ancient Roman liturgy in the wake of the Second Vatican Council’ over four decades, covering a range of responses in the course of that critique: theological, philosophical and aesthetic. The book includes contributions from multiple authors, ranging from priests to professorial academics and musicians, including, in that last group, Anglicans, such as the Australian coloratura soprano, Dame Joan Sutherland, and, amongst the authors, T.S. Eliot and W.H. Auden. There is an irony here: ‘that outsiders (whether artistically or religiously) to the traditional Catholic Faith were able to easily perceive the richness and spiritual value of the ancient liturgy whilst those whose possession it was disregarded it’.13


The formidable intellectual critique of the modernisation of the liturgy also expresses a wider concern with the decline of Western civilisation more generally, which writers, such as Eliot, had written about extensively – in his case, in poetry and in prose works, in The Idea of a Christian Society (1940) and Notes towards the Definition of Culture (1948).







2


Today, Christianity has been almost totally dismissed from mainstream contemporary culture in Western societies and from any specifically discernible influence on personal behaviour that would indicate informed knowledge and active practice of the faith. The death of God is confidently reported and taken for granted by most. Across local communities in those societies today where churches have not been closed, most are emptying. Christianity, in the West, has reached a crisis point of irrelevance and a demonstrable failure to satisfy identifiable yearnings for spiritual alternatives to the soul-destroying, post-Christian culture of a civilisation in meltdown. Yet:




in the twenty-first century, the appetite for spiritual experience can be witnessed in the welter of meditation retreats, ayahuasca holidays, the multi-billion dollar ‘shroom boom’, the popularity of yoga, tai chi and other mind-body practices, the rise of spiritual communities and centres (Esalen, Findhorn, Damanhur, the Garrison Institute), the spiritual but not religious atmosphere of festivals like Burning Man and of the new breed of activist groups, such as Extinction Rebellion and Occupy.14





The Christian religion is conspicuous by its absence from this survey. As American author, Mary Eberstadt, observed in 2022, ‘the fact of Western religious decline is nothing new’, but ‘secularisation is now galloping at a pace that even the most prescient observers might not have foreseen’.15 As Jan Morris noted, in 2020, ‘much of western Europe … is now almost impenetrably secular. Few of us go to church or chapel, most of us are probably agnostic if not decidedly atheistic, and the rest are split into infinite sectarian divisions of faith’.16 In 2022, it was reported that an average of nine churches a day were closing across the United States. A survey of church attendance in America, published in 2010, showed that, while 56 per cent of Americans born before 1928 had been at least weekly attenders, this had halved to 27 per cent in Generation X (born 1965-80) and for Millennials (born 1981 or later) it was further diminished to 18 per cent. Generation Z, those born between 1999 and 2015 are described, in Ken Ham’s 2023 lecture to a group of pastors, as ‘the first truly “post-Christian” generation’.17 The recent 2021 Australian Census showed a drastic drop in the number of Australians identifying as Christian, and an increase in those reporting ‘no religion’: ‘conventional religious life is all but dead in Australia’.18 Only two per cent of Anglicans in the United Kingdom attend church regularly (‘the Church of England … faces total extinction in the 2060s if it doesn’t turn around its decline’19). In the decade 2010 to 2020, the number of members of the Church of England attending its services halved from just over a million to around 600,000.


In the wake of the supposed renewal of the Roman Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council, some 460 million of the laity are estimated to have abandoned the faith (including one in three men who were baptised Roman Catholic20 – pertinent to the issue of the feminisation and infantilisation of the Church, which we shall address in Chapter 6). Some laity, such as American, Steve Skojec, a ‘writer, husband, dad’ in his forties, can make their position very clear:




I hate this bourgeois, bubblegum-chewing religion of suburban good cheer, with its obnoxiously entitled laity traipsing around the altar and its off-off-off-broadway showtunes, sung poorly by people in middle age. I was born in ’77, and I’ve never in my life seen anything but felt banners and Lord of the Dance and glad tambourines and communion in the hand and polyester-albed EMHCs [Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion] (when they’re not women in skintight pants) and homilies that are straight out of Chicken Soup for the Low-IQ and all the not-very-ambiguously-gay pastors and the pastors who reprimand people for wanting to genuflect or receive communion kneeling or kneel during the consecration or the parishes that put up transparencies of their shit music on the back wall of the sanctuary with someone moving a pen tip like a bouncing ball to indicate the words. I’m sick of ‘presiders’ not ‘priests’, of ad-libbed liturgies, of questionable absolutions in the confessional (when you’re not being told that your sins aren’t sins), of dramatic preachers who have to run out into the congregation to give their lame homilies that are theologically heterodox but can scarcely elevate the host at the consecration for half a second. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, about post-conciliar Catholicism is deserving of respect or inspiring enough to bring about significant conversions. … I don’t think it’s possible for a red-blooded man who cares about meaning or purpose or is inspired to worship only (and by nothing less than) by awe and wonder and transcendence to ever set foot in a modern Catholic Church and think, ‘this seems authentic’. Historical Catholicism produced martyrs. Modern Catholicism produces lapsed Catholics and atheists. What I loved about traditionalism was the fact that everything about it signaled a seriousness that seemed befitting of an interface between the human and the divine. It was indisputable that something special was going on up there. And you had to work a little bit not to feel alienated, which was even better when you realized you weren’t important to the liturgy at all, so there was no reason to include you in everything. It was serious, noble, regal, symbolic, and conducive to prayer, contemplation, and worship.21





In only the ten years after the Council, 100,000 men left the priesthood: ‘Once the walls of custom and reverence that had surrounded them were broken, there seemed nothing to keep them in.’22 Moreover, in the years 1970 to 1975, 11,000 seminarians in the United States alone abandoned their studies.23 Young laity, growing up in the 1960s, saw the Church falling apart in front of them, as this one reflected in 2022:




My sixth-grade teacher, a Milwaukee Franciscan, told us we were lucky to be living in such exciting times. (Vatican II was under way.) Three years later, she was no longer a nun. Four years later, our school was closed because all the nuns left. The Catholic High School I attended no longer exists. The Catholic Grade School and High School my Mom attended no longer exist. The Seminary in my Diocese no longer exists. My Diocese has one third of the priests it used to. I could go on. Who, in his right mind, could call this progress?24





The destruction of religious communities, after the Council, was even more devastating: ‘once the flood-gates were opened by the propaganda asserted by post-Vatican ideologues, many religious … simply left [their communities] – in droves’. Dominican sister, Mary Augustine, noted that:




the Liturgy and Religious Life were the greatest casualties of the de-traditionalising process that began hard on the heels of the Second Vatican Council. … Religious Life has been submitted to a long and ruthless secularisation process, thanks to which it has almost become extinct in the Western world, living on only in vestigial or newly emergent groups – usually smaller and rather widely scattered.





The outcome both for the religious orders (with their particular function as ‘custodians of what has been passed down through the ages’), with ‘some terrible assaults on the religious state by religious themselves’, and for the liturgy, ‘has been disastrous, thanks to the misinterpretation – sometimes ignorant, sometimes deliberate – by those whose job it was to teach, lead, guide and facilitate true renewal’. The ‘Sacred Liturgy, widely debased and often abused’, she observes, has become ‘a source of deep disappointment and even scandal to generations of Catholics’.25 Dom Alcuin Reid has written of the widespread ‘liturgical apostasy’ of many monastic houses.26


In 2022 alone, a record 522,821 Germans are estimated to have left the Roman Catholic Church;27 and ‘Catholicism in France suffered a substantial hit in the 20th century. Today [2023], the number of citizens attending Mass weekly has been reduced to only around five per cent.’28 Ordinations to the priesthood, there, are plummeting.29 The Church in Ireland, once a stronghold of the faith, is collapsing. In 2020 only one priest was scheduled to be ordained in the entire country that year.30 In ‘The Church’s Reform Disaster’, Martin Mosebach speaks of Catholicism’s ‘post-conciliar disintegration’, while defenders of the Council still praise ‘the new Pentecost’ which it supposedly produced:




The liturgy of the Roman Mass, which had been handed down from ancient Christianity for more than 1,500 years, was replaced by a Mass Ordo written in subversive haste, which pushed back the sacredness of the rite as far as possible. … Now that the ‘reform’ disaster of sixty post-conciliar years is before everyone’s eyes in all its shameful extent, the Pope and many bishops, especially the German bishops, can think of nothing else than that they have not yet gone far enough in the radical dismantling of all that is proper to Catholicism.31





A detailed statistical account by Kenneth C. Jones of the collapse of Catholic practice in the United States in the period 1965 to 2000 showed that the Church has been in ‘a tailspin’ since the Council: ‘the updated numbers for 2015 are even worse’.32


The ‘updating’ of the aggiornamento in the theology of the Council ‘necessitated a new liturgy, a new ecumenism, and a new form of Catholicism’. Particularly, it meant that ‘liturgy should be less supernatural’ in character.33 So bad has the situation become that Masses of ‘reparation’ have been necessitated after the perpetration of liturgical enormities, even in renowned centres of the Church. In St Patrick’s Cathedral in New York, ‘America’s parish church’, the cathedral authorities offered ‘an appropriate Mass of Reparation’ after a funeral Mass (described by the cathedral authorities as ‘sacrilegious’ and ‘scandalous’) on 15 February 2024 for a self-proclaimed atheist, ‘trans icon’ and former prostitute, Cecilia Gentili. During the ceremony, she was proclaimed as a saint, ‘this great whore, Saint Cecilia, the mother of all whores’, to the accompaniment of applause, laughing and caterwauling from the congregation.34
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Never has Western humanity lived in a less formal or ceremonious (and, one might add, less poetic) culture. Formality and ceremony, and the beauty and elevation of language that is poetry, are either actively despised and rejected, or neglected to the point of desuetude. Nothing could be more different from the world for which Archbishop Thomas Cranmer composed his liturgy for the reformed English Church, in the sixteenth century: ‘A culture that was bound by ritual and steeped in religious imaginings, the England of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was ordered, and its sense of time shaped by the language and faith of the Book of Common Prayer.’35


Contrastingly, we live in a culture (and especially so, since the radically counter-cultural 1960s) that despises solemnity, is ignorant of tradition, ceremonial and ritual (and is suspicious of what it does not understand), detests majestic expression and manner, and would reduce every aspect of life to the lowest demotic common denominator. Cally Hammond, in her recent study of liturgical language, refers to ‘the prejudice … that in faith and worship, formality and sincerity are necessarily at odds with one another’,36 a prejudice which, in an unprecedentedly unceremonious and informal age, has become an almost universal idée fixe, a taken-for-granted assumption. Yet, on those rare occasions when these elements are abundantly on display, the admiration for them (which may speak of a profound yearning for them, against all the cultural odds of a formerly Christian civilisation in its secularised death throes) is overwhelming, undeniable, extraordinary.


The most-watched event in the history of the human race, to date, was the funeral in Westminster Abbey of Her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth II on 19 September 2022. Four billion people, worldwide, listened to the language and ritual of the Book of Common Prayer: indeed, ‘more people witnessed the beauty of this liturgical treasure than watched Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the Moon’.37 Subsequently, a global viewing audience of 400 million watched the coronation of His Majesty King Charles III on 6 May 2023, also in the Abbey. As discussed below in Chapter 3, this ceremony departed at various points from the previous rite of 1953, while retaining substantial sections from the Prayer Book. Both ceremonies were splendid displays of formal liturgical worship (with sublime music), yet those in authority in the Churches would persist in telling us that traditional language and ceremonial, the poetry of worship, have no place in today’s liturgies, as they do not and cannot speak to the people. They spoke, respectively, to four billion and 400 million people, apparently, on those occasions. What more evidence is needed that, ‘in the temporal dictatorship of the present that is the twenty-first century, a society obsessed with holding a mirror to itself, might instead be granted the rare privilege of having a glimpse beyond into another world: a world of eternity, continuity and ancientness’.38


Writing in The Guardian, Tom Holland spoke of ‘a modern love of the sacred’:




It was evident, during the period of mourning for the queen, that many were surprised by how moved they felt, and how eager for ritual.


There are spiritual currents that still run deep in Britain, even if they are as likely to be expressed by the laying of a Paddington Bear toy before a makeshift shrine as by the lighting of a candle in a church.39





Over thirteen million people in the UK watched the Duke of Edinburgh’s funeral in April 2021 at which a pared-down choir of four (for Covid-19 reasons) performed the choral music from St George’s Chapel; and Leicester Cathedral choir provided the music at the three principal services held for the reinterment of King Richard III in 2015, which drew some 350 million viewers worldwide. It is estimated that King’s College Cambridge has a global audience of 30 million for its broadcasts, of which by far the most high-profile is the annual Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols broadcast live on radio and television.40


At ‘ordinary’ liturgical occasions, too, people’s delight in traditional language and ceremony, when it is offered to them, is plainly and abundantly evident, as at parish Christmas carol services, with scriptural readings in traditional language: ‘The continuing popularity of the KJV [the 1611 King James Version of the Bible] at services in England confirms that people have no difficulty in understanding it.’41


Then there is this:




In Britain, where churchgoing is mostly in decline, what has drawn the crowd on a late afternoon in August [in 2017] is evensong, the hymn-heavy evening service of the Anglican Church taken from the Book of Common Prayer. This line was headed for the service at the famed Westminster Abbey, sometimes called England’s parish church.


Abbey officials estimate that there can be up to 700 people at evensong when the main choir is singing. Similar crowds can be found across Britain in cathedrals such as York Minster and St Paul’s Cathedral in London, and in Oxford and Cambridge.


But even in much smaller churches, evensong attendance is growing, attracting people who might otherwise never enter a church, and bucking the British trend in declining congregations. Some clergy are hopeful that it may be a way people are drawn into a deeper relationship with the church.42





In contrast (as Hammond notes, with an apt use of slang), ‘if the words used in a liturgy (and the wider context of that liturgy) are consistently ugly, awkward or naff they will put people off coming to worship at all’.43 Writing in 2023, the parish priest of Salcombe in Devon, Daniel French, notes:




The Book of Common Prayer is enjoying a revival in the Church of England, despite the best efforts of some modernists to mothball it. Over the past two years, more and more churchgoers have asked me about a return to Thomas Cranmer’s exquisite language, essentially unaltered since 1662, for church services and private devotions. Other vicars tell me they have had a similar increase in interest.44





On the Church of England’s official site, it is stated of the Book of Common Prayer that it is ‘a permanent feature of the Church of England’s worship and a key source for its doctrine … loved for the beauty of its language and its services are widely used’. Apart from questioning the claims of permanence and wide use, the reference to ‘the beauty of its language’, while correct and meant generously, is confining that language to a literary evaluation, as we might similarly speak of Shakespeare’s and Milton’s poetry, and implying that those who specifically love beauty of language will be drawn to it.


Cranmer’s beauty of language speaks of the beauty of holiness, and that is what is ultimately to be valued in the Prayer Book. It is to be preferred not only aesthetically, but for its spiritual qualities – ‘the words of eternal life’ (John 6:68). That it is beautiful is true, but that it is of unique spiritual power, in the English tongue, is what ultimately matters and what is so markedly lacking, in contrast, in much modern liturgical composition, as will be demonstrated in detail below. In language choice and expression, there has been ‘a marked shift’, Hammond points out, ‘in the rhythmical quality of liturgical texts between BCP 1662 and Common Worship 2000’ – the name given to the series of services authorised by the General Synod of the Church of England and launched on the first Sunday of Advent in 2000, hereafter ‘CW2000’ – ‘in terms of both complexity of language and length of sense-units’,45 and many other elements as well. The Anglican Communion, which had this once-treasured volume of liturgical language in its patrimony, needs increasingly to restore its use in worship, providing congregations what it has to offer, not merely aesthetically, but for nurturing and sustaining the life of prayer and worship.


Twenty-first century English-speaking Christians, Anglican and Roman Catholic, urgently need a recovered understanding of what the French Benedictine monk, Jean Leclercq, called ‘the poem of the liturgy’.46
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A few weeks after the Queen’s funeral there was one of the most conspicuous displays of the tone deafness of liturgical modernists to people’s desire for a numinous language of worship. The archbishop of Paris, Laurent Bernard Marie Ulrich, cancelled the celebration of Mass by Cardinal Robert Sarah, former prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, who was scheduled to offer the traditional Latin rite in the Church of Saint-Roch in Paris on 8 October 2022 to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the annual Chartres pilgrimage. Some 70 per cent of those attending this annual event are young people in their teens and early twenties (supposedly the liturgical modernists’ favoured constituency, and who, indeed, should be its principal concern, for they are the future of the Church). Michael Matt in The Remnant newspaper speculated: ‘Why was Cardinal Sarah cancelled? I believe it is because the mainstream Church is becoming increasingly concerned over the success of the Chartres Pilgrimage – the most powerful international statement in favour of Traditional Catholic restoration in the world today.’47


Thousands attend the 60-mile pilgrimage from Paris to Chartres each year (16,000 registered for it in 2023, a record number), which culminates in a solemn High Mass at the famous cathedral. John Rao commented: ‘There are people from all over Europe. The majority are French, of course, but from every country that I can imagine, from Africa, from Asia, from the United States.’48


Three thousand children were in the cathedral for the High Mass in 2023; and, contrary to such prejudiced statements that the old rite attracts only the aged or precious aesthetes or antiquarians, or even, as in some deranged accusations, racists and white supremacists, all the evidence shows that ‘the Traditional Latin Mass appeals to people from all walks of life’ as well as age groups.49


Obviously, this phenomenon disturbs and challenges everything that the modernists’ liturgical renewal was supposed to achieve and stand for. So, as elsewhere in contemporary society, the silencing and cancelling of individuals (in this case, the cardinal) in the face of their failure to conform to dominant narratives, no matter how justified and well-founded that position of non-conformity may be, is the now entrenched procedure.


Most conspicuously indicative of the deep dissatisfaction with modernising liturgy since the 1970s has been the remarkable (and often controversial) establishment and growth within Roman Catholicism of groups outspokenly rejecting it and devoted to preserving the Latin rite – in various seminaries, religious orders and parishes:




The young’s taste for the traditional is evident in today’s Church. The seven Oratorian houses in England and Wales, a community known for its beautiful liturgies and orthodox teaching, have more brothers in formation for the priesthood than any diocese in the United Kingdom. … Reverent liturgy should not be seen as what keeps people out, but rather as a way to draw people in.50





Such groups, today, are flourishing worldwide – and, notably, appealing to younger people – having dedicated themselves to the traditional forms of liturgical language and other historical aspects of worship, in ceremonial and music:




As the Church struggles to attract new blood to fill its seminaries, one area is bucking the trend: the Traditional Rite. Here we find seminaries full of young men from across the world who are prepared to travel great distances to immerse themselves in the Latin Mass and discover ‘a vital channel for grace’.51





The perceived radical theological and doctrinal meltdown since the Second Vatican Council, with its concomitant liturgical expression, has, in turn, engendered some extreme traditionalist responses, of which the so-called ‘sedevacantist’ position is the most remarkable.52 A religious community of this kind that is flourishing, consecrating its beautiful new chapel in May 2023, is that of the Sisters of St Thomas Aquinas in Brooksville, Florida:




The Congregation is organized according to pre-Vatican II standards. The Congregation professes that Vatican II and the doctrinal, disciplinary, and liturgical reforms that have proceeded from it are substantial alterations of the Catholic Faith. It professes that these heretical, evil, and blasphemous reforms can in no way proceed from the Roman Catholic Church, since she is infallible in her doctrines, her disciplines and her liturgical worship. Thus, the Congregation rejects these reforms and adheres to traditional Catholic doctrine, discipline, and liturgy, pristine and untouched. The Congregation professes that the members of the Novus Ordo hierarchy, despite any and all appearances of authority, are not true Catholic popes nor true Catholic bishops, and do not possess the authority to rule, for they are the authors of the doctrinal, disciplinary and liturgical abominations which have invaded our holy places.53





Marginally less extreme, but with their canonical status ‘unresolved’, is another conservative liturgical group, the Society of Saint Pius X (SSPX), founded by Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre, in 1970. Unlike the sedevacantists, the SSPX acknowledges the validity of all legitimate popes. In May 2023 the extraordinary cathedral-size church of the Immaculata in St Marys, Kansas, which took several decades to construct at a cost of some $42 million, was consecrated for the offering of the traditional liturgy by the society. This was attended by 3,000 people (some travelling from as far away as Australia).54


Then, securely within the jurisdiction and approval of the Holy See are various traditional groups, such as the Institute of Christ the King Sovereign Priest (established in 1990) and the Priestly Fraternity of St Peter (FSSP), which was founded in 1988 by twelve priests who were formerly members of the SSPX. The FSSP offers:




the Mass and other sacraments according to the Roman Rite as it existed before the liturgical reforms that followed the Second Vatican Council. Thus, the fraternity uses the Roman Missal, the Roman Breviary, the Pontifical (Pontificale Romanum), and the Roman Ritual in use in 1962, the last editions before the revisions that followed the Council.55





In France, the one sign of Catholic renewal is the traditional movement:




France has the highest number of Latin Masses per capita and the second highest gross number (after the United States) in the world. Some 207 venues offer Mass in the traditional form, and it continues to see significant growth.


These figures do not account for the growth of the Society of Saint Pius X … which has a substantial and similarly growing presence with hundreds of centres including retreats, chapels, schools, churches, monasteries and hospitals across the country.56





These movements, in their different ways, point to the ‘incredible success story’ of what could scarcely have been imagined in the immediate post-conciliar decades: the reinstatement and revival of the Latin Mass.57


Similarly, in the United States, where religious orders that have embraced reform have fallen apart, conspicuously bucking this trend is St Michael’s Abbey, outside Los Angeles, which opened in 2021. There are 70 men in residence, 42 of them training for the priesthood, and a waiting list of young men seeking to enter. St Michael’s follows the ancient Norbertine order; there is the solemn celebration of the Novus Ordo liturgy in Latin, with Gregorian chant, and the religious habit is worn. Its superiors explain its attraction to young men, ‘defying the odds’ of modern culture, in terms of the Abbey’s offering of a ‘full-bodied traditional Catholicism’.58


Yet, in February 2023, the bishops of Liverpool and Leeds in Britain cancelled traditional Masses in their parish churches, in accordance with the motu proprio (a document issued by a pope, on his initiative, and personally signed by him), Traditionis Custodes published by Pope Francis in July 2021, which overturned Benedict XVI’s earlier 2007 motu proprio, Summorum Pontificum, permitting access to the old rite. Father Uwe Michael Lang comments: ‘Pope Francis has closely restricted the use of the 1962 Missal under the centralized supervision of the Dicastery for Divine Worship, with the clear intention that such use should gradually be phased out and the faithful attached to it should be brought to “a unitary form of celebration”.’59


These curbs on the traditional Mass, in the spirit of the theologically and liturgically modernising pontificate of Francis, ‘broke Pope Benedict’s heart’, according to his close confidant, Archbishop Georg Gänswein, and he regarded them as ‘a mistake’ ‘because his intention had been to help those who simply found a home in the Old Mass to find inner peace, to find liturgical peace’.60


Pope Benedict clearly recognised, Dom Alcuin Reid wrote in 2023:




that many, including large numbers of the young, were experiencing in the older rites of the Church that full, conscious and real participation in the liturgical rites for which the Second Vatican Council called (cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium, 14). Whilst this was utterly unexpected (everyone assumed that the ritual reforms were essential to the participation desired by the Council), it was and is a living, fruitful reality in the Church of the twenty-first century.61





Pope Francis’s repudiation of this phenomenon sharply contrasts with Dobszay’s positive account, a decade earlier, of the valuable aspects of ‘the coexistence of the two rites’: ‘The new situation will bring peace: nobody will question the validity of this or that rite; everybody will regard them as the implementation of a sound plurality – often mentioned during the Council.’62


All ‘the talk and the speeches, by the pope and the bishops’, in the wake of Vatican II, ‘about plurality and diversity in the liturgy and a welcoming integration of all is a lie, a contradiction’, Bishop Athanasius Schneider commented after the bans. These are ‘discriminatory measures’, turning traditional Roman Catholics into ‘second-class citizens’, he argued, while there is ‘plenty of liberty to do what you want, to make such as the LGBT Masses, for example’. It is a rejection of what was revered for a millennium in the Church, where there were multiple rites of Mass, such as the Dominican and the Ambrosian. The overriding of bishops’ authority in liturgy in their dioceses, Schneider continues, is also a contradiction of the Council and the ‘nature of Catholic episcopacy’.63


In an article in 2023, ‘The anti-liturgical obsession is an ideology that canonically becomes a tyranny’, Héctor Aguer, Archbishop Emeritus of La Plata, Argentina, calls the pope’s action ‘a true pontifical tyranny that disqualifies the successors of the apostles from fulfilling their ministry in such a fundamental matter. … The freedom of devastation [of liturgical rites] goes hand in hand with the persecution of traditionalists.’64 Yet the pope is not interfering with bishops’ authority in other areas, or intervening where heretical abuses of Catholic teaching and practice are occurring. In a forthright statement issued on the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul, 29 June 2023, Bishop Schneider declared:




The Pope and the bishops do not have … the authority to forbid or to limit such a venerable form of the Holy Mass, which was offered by the Saints for over a thousand years, in the same way as the Pope or the bishops would not have the authority to forbid or significantly reform the venerable form of the Apostolic or Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, precisely because of their venerable, continuous, and millennium-old use.





Yet he foresaw the pontiff’s action as a measure that would be overturned in time:




The current prohibition of the traditional rite of the Mass is a temporary phenomenon and will cease. The Roman Church is experiencing today a kind of liturgical exile, i.e., the traditional Latin Mass has been exiled from Rome; yet the exile will, for sure, one day come to an end.65





Pope Francis, in a statement in March 2023, strongly endorsed the aesthetic and artistic elements of the liturgy, pointing out how these ‘foster prayer and sense of communion’, arguing that the inspiration of artistic and architectural creativity comes from a Christian vision flowing ‘from liturgical life, from the action of the Spirit and not from human subjectivity alone’. He highlighted the importance of not losing hope in helping people to become aware of and to understand symbolic language, urging them to ‘celebrate the holy liturgy with dignity according to the teachings of the Second Vatican Council’.


However, it has been the experience of the Church, since that Council, that the very qualities which the pope rightly affirms in liturgy have been seriously compromised and, where they have been conscientiously restored, conspicuously in the traditional communities’ celebration of the Extraordinary Form, then Francis himself, in the very weeks when he issued this statement, had set about inhibiting those qualities.66
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The replacement of the ancient liturgical books by modern-language liturgies sparked vigorous protest and spirited debates, in the 1970s and 1980s, which I described and discussed in The Word in the Desert. This extraordinary change in the discourse of worship in the two largest Christian Churches of the West – for what was deemed to be a necessary modernisation of liturgy – was an ecclesiastical expression of the dominant counter-cultural mindset of the later 1960s. Any critique of what was done to language in the liturgy then, and the situation that has unfolded, subsequently, over the last half century, needs to be set within such larger cultural and historical contexts.


In the 1960s, so much that had been inherited and hallowed from the past was beginning to be wilfully dismantled and (often very rudely) discarded. As Anne Roche Muggeridge reflected, in The Desolate City (1986), the ‘revolutionary’ party in the Roman Catholic Church gained dominance in a short space of time in that decade, paralleling revolutions in the secular domain (for example, in the universities), imposing, ironically, their own ‘rituals of revolution’:




These rituals are designed to diminish the power of existing authority by destroying its mystique during a process in which the symbols that inspire awe are mocked and degraded in ‘reversed ceremonies of legitimacy’. The mocking reversal of sacred symbols serves as a psychological preparation for a transference of allegiance.67





With ‘the audacity of the new rite’ (as Archbishop Aguer recalled of his early days as a priest in the 1970s) came ‘an unexpected boost for many of progressivism; many centuries were discarded, thrown away in the whirlwind of changes. … Anti-liturgical innovations have followed one another without interruption since the promulgation of the “new Mass”’,68 yet the Council directed that ‘there must be no innovations unless the good of the Church genuinely and certainly requires them’.69 For Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, later Pope Benedict XVI, the modern liturgical movement was a ‘devastation’, a ‘disintegration’: ‘What happened after the Council was … fabricated liturgy. We abandoned the organic, living process of growth and development over the banal on-the-spot product.’70


In the Christian Churches, Roman Catholic and Protestant, there was a pervasive atmosphere of radical reform, in tune with the Zeitgeist. Yet, the Second Vatican Council itself (in session, 1962-65) did not anticipate the extensive liturgical changes that followed it in the 1970s – it did not, for example, foresee the abandonment of Latin:71 ‘the Council did not ask for any such revolution’;72 and, more generally, as council attendee, Joseph Ratzinger commented: ‘I can say with certainty, based on my knowledge of the conciliar debates and my repeated reading of the speeches made by the Council Fathers, that this [the reform of the Missal] does not correspond to the intentions of the Second Vatican Council’73; ‘the Council Fathers did not plan a new liturgy. Had such a thing been suggested the proposal would have been voted down with a sweeping majority’.74


The subsequent and ongoing liturgical upheaval is a post-conciliar phenomenon, and what it has produced has made a sweeping impact beyond Rome in Anglicanism as well. The result is a new liturgy, as John Parsons has argued:




a binding, sacral, non-vernacular and theocentric liturgical ethos enshrined in ancient tradition must be replaced by an option-filled, secularizing, vernacular, and anthropocentric approach, reflecting the aspirations and tastes of the human spirit in the present day. The authority of the Roman Church and her historic liturgy had to be taken out of the way.75





Yet, ‘it is almost the first function of priesthoods’, Geoffrey Faber has written, ‘to resist secular pressure. They exist in order to safeguard the community against superstition on the one hand, unbelief on the other; at least, that is why they can command general support even in sophisticated societies.’ When they fail in that function, ‘at that point the danger exists’ that ‘congregations will eventually melt away’.76 As they have, in both Churches.


Embracing modern-language rites together (although the Anglican experience was, characteristically, less rigorous, more variegated, and differed in degree of implementation according to such influences as ‘high’, ‘broad’ or ‘low’ churchmanship77), there was, for example, in both of them, the striking change – with far-reaching implications for worshippers’ understanding of what liturgy was meant to be and what, at its most worthy, it was designed to achieve – from eastward-facing (ad orientem) offering of the Mass or Eucharist, to westward-facing celebrations, with the priest facing the people (which we shall discuss in further detail later). In concert with these developments was the reconfiguration of church interiors (altar rails, for example, disappeared from many Roman Catholic parish churches, as the people began receiving communion standing and in the hand, where before they had received it kneeling at the rails and on the tongue) and changes to the kind of music deemed appropriate to divine worship – much to the alarm of many church musicians. Gregorian chant and the treasury of the Anglican choral tradition and hymnody were in many places discarded for modern choruses and songs of a musical and textual puerility and banality that continue to astonish. As Cardinal Burke says, ‘The music employed in the worship of God must … strive to be the best music of the period’.78


With regard to the chant, this provides a clear example of how the liturgical ideas of Vatican II were ignored or contradicted in the post-conciliar Church. Sacrosanctum Concilium, the Council’s Constitution on Sacred Liturgy, stated in 1963: ‘The Church acknowledges Gregorian chant as specially suited to the Roman liturgy: therefore, other things being equal, it should be given pride of place (principem locum obtineat) in liturgical services’.79 Six years later, implementing the new Roman Missal, Pope Paul VI forecast the bleak future of the chant, the oldest surviving form of sacred music in the Western Church, as the direct result of the introduction of vernacular liturgies: ‘We will lose a great part of that stupendous and incomparable artistic and spiritual thing, the Gregorian chant.’80


And that is precisely what has happened.


One might be less sceptical about the fervid theological and pastoral claims made for clarity and comprehensibility in modern liturgies, even apart from the ever-dwindling congregations which have been a principal feature since the imposition of the Novus Ordo Mass,81 if there were not staggering indications that, for the remnant of the faithful who remain in the pews, belief in the teachings that the vernacular and reformed liturgical language was devised to communicate is also in free fall. A pew survey in the United States in 2019 showed that:




a majority of Catholics do not believe that the bread and wine used at Mass become the body and blood of Christ. A majority in all age groups believe the bread and wine used at Mass to be symbolic, and the majority grows larger as the age group grows younger. The report drew a strong rebuke from Auxiliary Bishop Robert Barron of Los Angeles: ‘It’s hard to describe how angry I feel after reading what the latest @pewresearch study reveals about understanding of the Eucharist among Catholics. This should be a wake-up call to all of us in the Church.’ In a video that accompanied the post, Bishop Barron … added, ‘It’s been a massive failure of the church carrying on its own tradition.’82





Seven in ten US Catholics, in 2023, either did not know what the Real Presence is or, if they did know, did not believe in it.83 Michael Rose, in his account, Goodbye, Good Men: How Liberals Brought Corruption into the Catholic Church, summarises the position: ‘the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist is just an old pre-Vatican II myth; Christ was not really divine; Mass is simply a meal in which we should eat bread that “looks like real bread”.’84


In an address in 2023, Bishop Barron described the situation as ‘a spiritual disaster’, noting that Vatican II had called the Eucharist ‘the source and summit of the Christian life’.85


The problem with the bishop’s position, with his emphasis on the necessity for full and correct instruction about the meaning of the Mass, was summed up by one of the commentators on his talk: ‘there will be no renewal until there is a liturgical renewal’. If all that is offered to the people is the typical celebration of the Novus Ordo rite, with its banality (and worse) of language, music and ceremonial, it is unsurprising that so few of them believe in what the Mass is designed to signify and re-present, supernaturally, let alone give up their lives to offering it. In Rose’s discussion of the steep decline in seminarians studying for the priesthood since the Council, ‘open contempt for proper liturgy and traditional devotions’ is seen as characterising the seminaries where vocations have fallen away, while the few that are flourishing affirm traditional faith and worship. The desire to ‘re-envision’ the priesthood has led to a ‘secularized liturgy’ and ‘the feminization of the liturgy’. Rose recounts the experience in Britain of prospective seminarian, Kevin Rowles, who attended a vocations retreat, but who ‘walked out in disgust at what was going on there’. Rowles had been at a Mass ‘offered in the seminary study instead of the chapel’, where the ‘altar’ consisted of ‘a low coffee table made out of rough logs and covered in a green Egyptian hieroglyphic fabric’. The priest was vested in an ‘Indian prayer robe’, the participants passed ‘a pottery bowl of consecrated hosts around to each other’ and the ‘liturgical music’ consisted of a recording from an American soul band, Kool and the Gang.86 In describing the convictions of several ‘liberal’ theologians in seminaries, Rose concludes that the teaching in such places is designed ‘primarily to train seminarians not to be priests’.87


In those rare parishes in the United States where a ‘growing presence of young people’ can be found, the pastor of such as St John the Baptist in Front Royal, Virginia, Father Daniel Gee, ‘ultimately ascribes’ this phenomenon to ‘liturgical and doctrinal orthodoxy’.88
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Whether the doctrinal and (intimately related to it) liturgical situations in both Churches – now at a crisis point of plummeting commitment to faith and worship – would have been different, had the older forms of worship, with their traditional language been retained, rather than all but abolished, is impossible to know. It is hard to imagine that the situation could be worse. Yet, celebration of the liturgy in contemporary vernacular tongues, normative now for half a century, will, we can confidently predict, continue to be so in the future. If any recovery of the Churches is to occur, it is bound to take place, generally and in mainstream worship, within that vernacular linguistic-liturgical context.


It is the issue of the character of that language, in the past, the present and the future, which this study will scrutinise and critique.


In terms of the character of liturgical language in English – apart from the extremities of Anglican low church parishes (such as those in the diocese of Sydney, Australia, which have abandoned any recognisably Anglican forms of worship, vesture or ceremonial, and have even, in many cases, given up worshipping in church buildings, preferring the hall freed of idolatrous images, such as in stained glass89) and high church (especially determinedly Anglo-Catholic) parishes, which, mostly, prefer traditional language and a ceremonial that is attuned to pre-conciliar Roman Catholic ritual;90 or, in the Roman Catholic Church, those parishes which still retain permission from the local bishop to offer the ‘Extraordinary Form’ – liturgical celebrations of the Mass or Eucharist in contemporary English-speaking Roman Catholic and Anglican parish churches and cathedrals today look and sound virtually the same. Given that the Roman Catholic Vox Clara Committee, meeting in the first decade of this century and charged with providing updated and improved liturgical texts in English, repeatedly registered its commitment ‘to learn of the progress made in initiatives by which the revised ICEL [International Commission on English in the Liturgy91] translation of those liturgical texts presently held in common could be discussed with other Churches and ecclesial communities’, this element of commonality is unsurprising.92 Moreover, as the Mass has become the main service (and, for most regular Anglican and Roman Catholic churchgoers, the only service they routinely attend), the similarity is further emphasised to the point, almost, of identity. The controversial celebration by Anglican bishop, Jonathan Baker, a suffragan bishop in London, of Mass in English according to the Roman rite (as is the common practice in most Anglo-Catholic parishes in the British Isles) in the archbasilica of St John Lateran in Rome on 18 April 2023 prompted many outraged comments, such as about the confusion of identity this could foster’.93


Ironically, this happened in the very era when the high hopes of the post-conciliar ecumenical movement, of reunion of Rome and Canterbury, have been completely dashed. Pope Francis’s insertion, in 2021, into canon law (revised canon 1379), explicitly criminalising the conferring of sacred orders on women, with the direction that anyone ordaining a woman to the priesthood – and any woman who receives ‘the sacred order’ – will be excommunicated, making such acts ‘formally illegal’, hardly gives promise of reunion with a Church that is now ordaining more women than men.94


Only the seasoned and experienced worshipper, browsing liturgies in English online, can quickly and certainly differentiate between the two Churches’ worship, although the presence of a female celebrant is an immediate indication, even for the casual observer, that the rite is Anglican, not Roman.95 As little difference can be discerned, with regard to the content and character of liturgical language, between Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism, the principal liturgical Churches of the West, it is appropriate that this study should focus on both of them. It will, of necessity, focus on the eucharistic liturgy, while we should always remember Laurence Hemming’s observation: ‘The texts of the Eucharistic liturgy echo and resonate throughout the rest of the daily round of the liturgy – above all in the offices, the hours of the Church. … Without this continuing cycle of chant: praise, sanctification and litany; the Eucharist can never fully be understood.’96


Although I shall not be discussing the Latin liturgy in detail (while not, of course, deprecating it or diminishing its relevance, in a variety of matters, to this discussion – principally, in the domain of nurturing the sense of the numinous, the presence of God, in worship), my subject is the language of liturgy in English, as English is not only the dominant world language in the present age (spoken by ‘almost a quarter of the world’s population’97) and likely to remain so,98 but in Roman Catholic liturgy, as in Anglican, it will be, for the vast majority of parishes and congregants in the foreseeable future, the language which they will be experiencing in worship. Laszlo Dobszay is surely correct (writing forcefully in 2010):




The supporters of the classical rite are in great error if they think that the next necessary step is to banish the Novus Ordo and to return simply to the 1962 (or still earlier) rite. … Even if the changes are duly prepared and explained, most people in the congregation would probably be repelled, not only because most of them from their early childhood grew up in the Novus Ordo already, but also because they feel more at home in the vernacular medium, which they are able to follow in a direct way. To attain to the same kind of familiarity in the ‘Latin Mass’ would demand an incredible amount of work over a very long time.99





Nonetheless, the lessons which the revival of the Latin Mass are plainly presenting, and to which I have already referred, are pertinent to the discussion of the recovery of a worthy liturgical language in English for both Roman Catholics and Anglicans.


It is now half a century since the triumph of the modern liturgical movement, although definite anticipatory signs of it may be seen in (i) Pius XII’s appointment of the reformer, Father Annibale Bugnini, to the Commission for Liturgical Reform in 1948, (ii) the subsequent reforms of the Holy Week liturgies, beginning as an ‘experiment’ in 1951, and mandated in 1955100 and (iii) even earlier, in 1947, when the pope commented that ‘the use of the mother tongue in connection with several of the rites may be of much advantage to the people’, while reaffirming the normativity of Latin.101 He may well have remembered that the apparent monopoly of Latin was not so, historically, in such as the mission field:




In the age of Marco Polo (1254-1324), Friar John of Montecorvino – later Archbishop of Khanbalik or Beijing – celebrated the Roman Mass among the Mongols of Southern Siberia in Öngüt Turkish, and another friar missionary, the Dominican Bishop Bartholomew of Bologna (died 1333), had the Dominican Missal and Breviary translated into Armenian. … Many Italian Catholic priests of Greek culture celebrated for their people in Greek, whether in the Byzantine or the Roman Rite, in various parts of southern Italy well into the 19th century. … [Yet] a proposal in favor of using the vernacular in the liturgy put forward by the Enlightenment Synod of Pistoia of 1786 was rejected firmly by the Holy See.102





Cardinal Pacelli, the future Pius XII, had distinct reservations about the already-emerging reform agenda and its vigorous opponents, observing in 1933: ‘I have around me innovators who wish to dismantle the Sacred Chapel, destroy the universal flame of the Church, reject her ornaments, and make her remorseful for her historic past. … The Church of Peter must affirm her past, or else she will dig her grave.’103


In 1964, Bugnini was appointed secretary of the Council for the Implementation of the Constitution on the Liturgy by Paul VI. However, ‘the “new Mass” was actually not as new as was claimed’104 – ideas about the kind of liturgy it might be had been stirring for decades. Hemming dates the beginning of ‘the entire reform of the worship of the Catholic Church’ from 1903, and its completion in 2001 with the publication of the last of the revised liturgical books, the Martyrologium Romanum.105 Laszlo Dobszay sources it even earlier, in the mid-nineteenth century.106 So it is clear: the liturgical reform of the 1960s was not a sudden phenomenon, but part of a process that had been in train over a long period of time.
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It is timely now, more than a generation later than my previous book, which was principally concerned with recounting and evaluating contemporary conservative reactions to the reform and the controversies generated by it, to identify, describe and evaluate the well-embedded characteristics of modern liturgical language in English with their implications for the all-important nurturing of faith, prayer, piety and Christian living. In this present study, therefore, the focus will be on what has been lost, in the language of liturgy, what needs to be done about this now and in the future, and why.


True liturgical language, Evelyn Underhill argues:




enchants and informs, addressing its rhythmic and symbolic speech to regions of the mind which are inaccessible to argument, and evoking moments of awe and love which no exhortation can obtain. It has meaning at many levels, and welds together all those who use it; overriding their personal moods, and subduing them to its grave loveliness.107





A broad understanding and appreciation of the particular characteristics – vocabulary-wise, and structurally, in such as syntax and cadence, rhetorical devices and imagery – of what liturgical language in English has been, can be and should be is the essential motivation of this study. Related issues of its musical accompaniment and expression, of modes of celebration and, particularly, of the manner in which the very words of liturgy should be enunciated and projected will also be considered, and the contentious issue of the feminisation and infantilisation of liturgy (and, so, of its language) and its impact on men’s attendance at worship, and possibly women’s, too, will also be discussed. Also – very importantly – the role and recovery of the profound benefits of the experience of silence, when there is neither speech nor language (Psalm 19:3), and of stillness, ‘Be still and know that I am God’ (Psalm 46:10), in the course of liturgical celebration, will also form part of the book. Well might we say, in the imagery of Australian poet, James McAuley, and with regard to the liturgy: ‘set pools of silence in this thirsty land’.108 As David Jasper writes, in his recently published and thought-provoking account, The Language of Liturgy: A Ritual Poetics, ‘at the heart of all the words of worship is, finally, silence’.109


The ‘poetic’ elements, conducive to summoning ideas of the numinous in worship, need to be restored to liturgical language, as its primary function and for its role in our weary and godless world at large, with its:




         endless cycle of idea and action,


Endless invention, endless experiment which,


Brings knowledge of motion, but not of stillness;


Knowledge of speech, but not of silence;


Knowledge of words, and ignorance of the Word.110





Nothing less than a new liturgical movement is needed, in the wake of the spectacularly destructive influences of the last half century, focused on the language of liturgy and, particularly, the qualities of poetry that it should embody, in order to communicate the experience of the supernatural and of transcendence, vital to faith and never more urgently needed than in a militantly oppositional post-Christian, materialist, secular culture. As Jasper observes: ‘If liturgical language (like its cousin, poetry) is to have the capacity to move us, it must employ the resources of image, metaphor and the careful tropes of rhetoric. … Liturgical language that is properly inspired by the life of metaphor takes us to the very heart of being itself.’111


Poetry and liturgy require ‘a stretching of language from the quotidian norm’.112 For, as Hammond claims: ‘Texts written to be said together demand, in their composition, at least as much attention to rhythm and shape as a hymn-writer puts into composing metrically consistent lines for communal singing, or a poet into crafting a work for performance or print.’113


The problem here, of course, is – as much modern liturgical writing indicates – that contemporary liturgists who have any knowledge or appreciation of the necessity of these poetic elements, let alone the creative ability (poeta nascitur, non fit) to introduce them and develop them in texts for public worship, are few and far between. So many of them write English as if it were a dead language. As John Coulson has observed, in his study of John Henry Newman: ‘understanding religious language is a function of understanding poetic language’.114 David Frost, a professor of English and a one-time member of the Church of England Liturgical Commission, is a notable exception to this rule.


What should liturgical language set out to achieve for the clergy, congregations and worshippers? Why is so much that is currently used in English-language liturgical worship inadequate, deficient and even counter-productive or self-defeating, in terms of what liturgical language should be accomplishing? I would argue that the numinous qualities of worship are ultimately more important than its didactic ones (essential as they are), and that there is a fundamental subordination or even ignorance of the fact that the most profound teaching of faith is, of its very nature, numinous in character. There is an urgent need today, as Hammond notes, ‘for close and precise attention to language to ensure that the job of the liturgy is really being done’.115 The idea needs to be recovered of the theological components of liturgy being contained, as Jasper puts it, ‘within the structures and rhythms of language … rather than simply a matter of doctrine understood and imposed from without’.116





I am no Casaubon; this is not a complete guide to, commentary on, or critique of the vast liturgical praxis and learning of the Churches. I am, foremost, a scholar of literature, of poetry, in particular, and a lifelong lay worshipper, whose liturgical life began in Canberra in the later 1950s, as a schoolboy and choirboy Anglican, developed as an Anglo-Catholic (during my years in Oxford, in the 1970s, researching the life and faith of T.S. Eliot, the subject of my best-known book) and found its final home in a Roman Catholic parish in Sydney, dedicated to the ‘Extraordinary Form’ of the Mass, conducted by the priests of the Fraternity of St Peter, at the turn of this century. Mine was a liturgical journey from the Book of Common Prayer (in its 1928 version), to the English Missal, through the liturgical upheavals of the post-conciliar era, in Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism, to the Latin liturgy – with ample exposure, as well, to the ‘Ordinary Form’ or Novus Ordo.


It is worth remembering that the vast majority of worshippers are neither theologians nor liturgists – most are laity:




the average believer does not draw and learn the content of his faith primarily from dogmatic declarations, doctrinal books or theological courses, not even from catechetical classes, but rather he learns it from the prayers, the words he hears and says in church. … The liturgy uses the polished words of the intellect, but it is imbibed with poetic inspiration. … The liturgy has its proper vocabulary, grammar, rhythm and rhetoric.117





As George Weigel points out, the people in the pews do not construe the liturgy in terms of ‘high theological language’ – or liturgical theorising, for that matter: ‘they don’t have to; they know what it means, in their hearts and minds and souls, from their experience’. And, when it is offered most authentically, and not as ‘another form of entertainment, or therapy, or even therapeutic entertainment’; that ‘we don’t worship God because it makes us feel good, or relieved’, they understand that ‘we worship God because God is to be worshipped – and in giving God the worship that is his due, we satisfy one of the deepest longings of the human spirit’. When that is understood, all can come to appreciate that true worship, ‘here and now is not a matter of looking down or looking around, but of looking up – it’s a taste of what awaits us, through the grace and mercy of God, for all eternity’.118


Theological and liturgical scholarship should never be discounted but, as Jasper points out, there will always be ‘the delicate challenge of balancing proper scholarship … with a sense of the living poetic language and culture of spirituality and true worship’,119 which belong to all the people of God: ‘theology is realized not as doctrine but through and within language in performance’.120
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