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The Impending Liturgical “ Reform” 

 At the beginning of next Advent we will  implement the new translations 

for the mass. Like many ( I suspect the majority) of parish priests, I am not 

enthusiastic about this so-called ‘ reform’.  They seem to me more a kind of ‘ set 

back’ and, in places, confusing. Some of the translations also appear archaic, in an 

attempt to render the original Latin word order. For example, in Eucharistic 

prayer # 2, we now say: “ Let your Spirit come upon these gifts to make them 
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holy”. The new  proposed translation reads “ Make holy these gifts, we pray, by 

the dew of your Holy Spirit”.  The Nicene creed now reads about Jesus: “ One in 

being with the Father.. by the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the Virgin 

Mary”. The proposed new translation reads “ consubstantial with the father… by 

the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary”. We can expect a new slew of 

archaic words such as vouchsafe and deign. 

  I also strongly oppose the shift in the new words of consecration which 

now say that  Jesus’ blood is shed for all men and women. In the new translation 

it will say” the blood which is shed for the many”. This new translation does, of 

course, capture the scriptural words used for the last supper when Jesus said to 

his disciples :” This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for the many 

for the forgiveness of sins” ( Matthew 26:26). The Latin word,  multis, is itself, 

perhaps, a mistranslation of the original Greek word, Pollown, which refers to the 

many to indicate a subtantially large, even capacious, number. It was not meant 

to indicate that Jesus only died for ‘some’ and not for others or that he and God 

do not wish the salvation of all ! When he was still Cardinal Ratzinger, Pope 

Benedict defended the “ for all” language , finding no justification for limiting 

God’s will for universal salvation ( cf. his 2003 book, God is Near Us: The Eucharist 

at the Heart of Life). Also, the word which will now be used to translate the Latin, 
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calyx, which we now call a cup will be ‘ chalice’. It is hard to credit that Jesus, at 

the last supper, thought he was taking a ‘ chalice’ in his hands.  

 In all likelihood, as a parish we will explain and, of course, implement 

the mandated changes. We have no intention either to attack or oppose them. 

Nor do we think we should defend these new translations, as if they are some 

precious gift or that we think they are improvements. Our main attitude is to 

bring to these changes what should always characterize the Catholic liturgy at its 

best: to bring to it an ethos and prayerful attitude of beauty, majesty, spiritual 

profundity ,solemnity and genuine participation of all. 

Yet, somehow, it is clear to me that those who have mandated the changes 

were undoubtedly sincere and thought they would improve the Catholic mass. So, 

I felt the need to probe more deeply what the Vatican II reform of the liturgy was 

about and how we might truly bring forward that ethos of beauty, majesty, 

spiritual profundity and solemnity. I found especially helpful in doing so John 

Baldovin S.J.’s book, Reforming the Liturgy: A Response to the Critics ( Liturgical 

Press, 2009). 

Baldovin, a very distinguished historian of the liturgy, deftly takes us 

through the main principles for reform as found in Vatican II’s Constitution on the 
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Liturgy: “ The rites should be marked by a noble simplicity; they should be short, 

clear and unencumbered by useless repetitions; they should be within the 

people’s powers of comprehension and as a rule not require much explanation” ( 

#34). Clearly, the new translation of “ for the many” will require an elaborate 

explanation so it is not misunderstood, as if Jesus sought the salvation only of 

some. The Constitution on the Liturgy  also stated: “ In order that sound tradition 

be retained, and yet the way remain open to legitimate progress, a careful 

investigation—theological, historical and pastoral—should always be made into 

each part of the liturgy which is to be revised. Furthermore the general laws 

governing the structure and meaning of the liturgy must be studied in conjunction 

with the experience derived from recent liturgical reforms … Finally, there must 

be no innovations unless the good of the Church genuinely and certainly requires 

them, and care must be taken that any new forms adapted should in some way 

grow organically from forms already existing” ( #23). 

Baldovin helpfully explains a useful typology of critics of the liturgical 

reform at Vatican II.  In this typology, we see  different agendas in the church 

about liturgy: (1) Advancing the official reform; (2) Restoring the preconciliar 

liturgy; ( 3) Reforming the Reform. Some felt the initial translations, for example, 

did not sufficiently present us with a kind of ‘ sacred aura’ of language, different 
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from everyday or banal speech. They would cheer the new translation of et cum 

spiritu tuo as “ and with your spirit” and not just “ and also with you”.  Some 

critics feel that Vatican II’s emphasis on the eucharist as a meal ( mirroring the 

last supper) slighted the older notion of the mass as a sacrifice ( the Pascal 

sacrifice of Jesus in his death and resurrection). But there is a theological danger 

in some notions of ‘ sacrifice’-- as if God needed some scapegoat for humanity’s 

sins to right his righteous anger.  

Clearly, any theology of the eucharist will stress that it is an act of praise; it 

points to the transcendent reality of God and the risen Jesus; it is primarily a gift 

to us from God. It is both sacrifice and meal and it contains an eschatological 

character, pointing to the heavenly banquet and our hope of resurrection.  Some 

of the critics of the Vatican II reforms feel that the mass has become too much a 

celebration of the people gathered ( a feel good rite) and not enough an 

acceptance of God’s gift in the sacrifice of Jesus. Some want more silence in the 

liturgy ( for example, before communion) and more reverence for the real 

presence ( for example, by receiving communion on the tongue and kneeling 

rather  than in the hand). Baldovin cites Cardinal Ratzinger’s response to the last 

as somewhat strange since in the first nine centuries communion was received in 
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the hand. Somehow, however, as pope he now only gives communion to those 

who are kneeling and receive it on the tongue. 

 I came away from Baldovin’s excellent treatment both enlightened 

and a bit dismayed. I came to see, as he says, that it is possible, in the liturgy, to 

do all the right things ritually yet lack a deeper spirit. I was also enlightened by his 

thoughtful entering into the arguments of some of the critics of the reforms and 

yielding, at points, the legitimacy of their critique. But I remained dismayed that 

the new translation reforms did not really enter into “ the experience” of the 

church or seek a truly organic reform. The Vatican simply overruled the 

sentiments of the majority of liturgists and the initial reactions of the majority of 

English-speaking bishops. Many of those responsible for the new translations do 

not even speak English as their first language! I was also dismayed that some of 

the critics may now tackle other issues: reducing the number of canons allowed 

for the Eucharistic prayer, perhaps back to Eucharistic Prayer # 1 which closely 

follows the old Roman rite Latin prayer; or cutting back from a three year cycle of 

scripture readings in the lectionary ( which allows a wide exposure to the full 

panoply of scripture) to a one year cycle.  In the end, as Baldovin insists, the 

eucharist is both an edification  ( it has a didactic function of teaching us and 

lifting us up toward holiness) and an epiphany ( it reminds us that it is first of all a 
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gift to us from God in Christ which allows us the inestimable possibility and 

privilege of worshipping Almighty God). 


