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“Naturally I am biased in favour of boys learning English. I would make them all learn English: and then I would let the clever ones learn Latin as an honour, and Greek as a treat. But the only thing I would whip them for would be for not knowing English. I would whip them hard for that.”  [Sir Winston Churchill, My Early Life, p.17]

Latin in the Catholic Mass is still a bone of contention. However, Latin is far from being a dead clerical language, as some allege. Latin terminology is widely used in philosophy, medicine, biology, and law, e.g subpoena, quater in die, inter alia. It is the language of choice when linguistic neutrality is preferred, such as in scientific names for organisms. 


Many organizations have Latin mottos. The University of Oxford has “Dominus illuminatio mea” (the Lord is my light). "Semper paratus (always ready) boast the US Coastguards, while the RAF strives to fly “Per ardua ad astra,” through hardships to the stars. 


For 1500 years the Catholic Church has been the chief sponsor and protector of the Latin language. Latin is the official language of the Holy See, and the normative language of the western rite. The vast majority of UK Catholics are Latin-rite, although we have Ukrainians of Byzantine rite, Indians of Syro-Malayalam rite, Iraqis of Chaldaean rite …...

Vatican II authorized only that the liturgical books be translated and optionally used in the vernacular languages. Contrary to popular impression, it didn’t oblige priests to celebrate in the vernacular. 



A Latin-rite priest therefore needs no permission to celebrate in Latin. He should however ask himself, will it be spiritually beneficial to the congregation? This ought to be his first priority. 


The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum Concilium) in 1963, insisted that “the use of Latin is to be preserved in the Latin rites (#36). “ Steps must be taken to ensure that the faithful are able to say or sing together, also in Latin, those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which pertain to them.”(#54)

This enables them to participate fully in large international Masses, be it in Lourdes, Rome, Compostela or Jerusalem. Catholics from all over the world can join together in singing the Kyrie, the Gloria, the Credo.  Many races thus sing the glory of God in one tongue, as at Pentecost. 

Latin points us to the universality of the Church. Although it forms the linguistic basis of Italian, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian, and Catalan, and greatly facilitates the learning of those languages, it is as a classical language no longer the “property” of any racial or ethnic group. The use of Latin puts English, Gaels, Filipinos, Poles, Indians and Chinese on an equal footing. 


Latin recalls our origins. It expresses mystery and timelessness. It was the vulgar tongue of the soldiers who crucified Jesus on Good Friday, and of Rome where Peter and Paul were martyred. From the third century, the Mass in the west was predominantly in Latin.


Prior to that, Greek had been the lingua franca. The Kyrie eleison recalls that era. Fittingly, we can still implore God for mercy in the original language of the Gospels. 



If we want to study western church history or theology, without Latin we labour under a crippling handicap. Through seventeen centuries Latin terminology developed and was consecrated to express the faith of the Catholic Church. Latin credal statements protected her unity. Her holiest souls and most brilliant intellects composed hymns and prayers in Latin, to the glory of God. 


Cutting out Latin, we amputate the trunk of our own history. The authoritative versions of the Acta of Vatican II, of the 1992 Catechism, of the 1982 Canon Law Code, of nearly all Papal Encyclicals and other documents, are in Latin. To fail to teach seminarians sufficient Latin to decipher church documents and understand the points at issue, would be to disadvantage them appallingly as priests.


Only a community which had lost touch with its own roots and its own identity would scorn its mother tongue.

Latin should still have an honoured place. Two priest friends who have recently taken over new parishes, report that resistance to the occasional Latin chant comes nowadays from members of the sixties’ and seventies’ generations, who are stuck in a defective interpretation of Vatican II. 


Even modern hymns incorporate a few words e.g. “As I kneel before you” has the chorus “Ave Maria, gratia plena” while “Look around you, can you see?….” moves into the Greek “Kyrie eleison.”

In multinational ecumenical shrines like Taizé, young Christians have no hang-ups about singing in Latin – Adoramus te, Domine;  Laudate Dominum omnes gentes etc – with alternations in ten other European languages too. It is pretty old-hat now to be anti-Latin.

To my mind, much of the loss after Vatican II was artistic - the regrettable abandonment of a musical tradition, which had taken centuries to build up, was very damaging to the western rite. While perhaps there is little advantage to be had in reciting spoken prayers in Latin, the sung Latin texts of the Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei etc can perfectly well be combined with an English proper of the new Mass.


Vatican II stipulated that “The treasury of sacred music is to be preserved and fostered with great care (#114)….  The Church acknowledges Gregorian chant as specially suited to the Roman liturgy therefore, other things being equal, it should be given pride of place in liturgical functions. But other kinds of sacred music, especially polyphony, are by no means excluded from liturgical celebrations so long as they accord with the spirit of the liturgical action.” (#116)

Whatever we have put into effect in the last four decades, it has not been these pages of Vatican II!  Not only Gregorian chant, but Mozart’s and Palestrina’s glorious Mass settings have been banished from their rightful church locus to the outer darkness of Radio 3 and Classic FM.


One might occasionally celebrate an entire Latin Mass in the new rite, provided the people are equipped with parallel texts and can follow the prayers. There seems little point in celebrating Mass in Latin if the people cannot follow it – except perhaps to stress that ultimately, God is incomprehensible mystery, and for most people, Latin expresses this better than English! 

It is an error to expect everything about God and the Mass to be understandable and neatly packaged in everyday language. The occasional Mass partly or wholly in Latin can be a timely reminder of this. 


Moreover, to hear some Latin in the Liturgy from time to time, is a way of intriguing and familiarizing the young with the idea of a special Church language. I can remember at the age of eight, with a Missal which had English and Latin in parallel columns, trying to read the English faster than the priest read the Latin.


It was a mighty puzzle to my young mind why the Latin version had fewer words than the English. I asked my Dad to explain, and he tried unsuccessfully to outline the function of genitives, ablatives, datives and so on. I couldn’t understand it. That had to wait until first form at grammar school, at De La Salle in Salford.

There Mr Keegan, alias “Tingy” – because that was the feeling his frequently used cane made on your finger tips -  drilled conjugations and declensions into our young minds with force and terror. Failure to answer correctly or incompleted homework led to the pulled and twisted sideburns, the flying board duster, and the gym slipper across one’s backside. Contrary to modern political correctness, it didn’t harm us at all. In a way, it helped to build class spirit, united against a common foe.


After “O” level – in which over half our class scored grade 1 - my Latin lay dormant but unforgotten for twelve years - until Fr Reggie Foster’s courses at the Gregorian in Rome. There we learnt the meaning of the word “enthusiasm” if not “fanaticism.” Fr Foster’s life was Latin. In the mornings he worked in the Vatican, preparing authoritative Latin texts of church documents. Six afternoons a week he did four hours unpaid teaching, at six different levels, imparting the language he felt excelled all others. 


 “You got translations, you got nothing!” was one of his expressions. Or moved to rapture over a phrase of Cicero or Augustine, he would exclaim “Latin, it’s just so beautiful, you can’t say that in English!” Sometimes he couldn’t translate sentences properly into English, because his English had been half forgotten in the wonderful ocean of Latin he inhabited.

Latin - and Greek too - familiarize us with classical culture and connect us to the roots of our entire civilization. Labour’s disastrous abolition of the grammar schools led to the exclusion of bright children from poorer families from the mostly independent and fee-paying schools, in which the classics are still taught. 


Despite this, it is surely time to move beyond the iconoclastic attitudes of the immediate post-Vatican II era, where Latin was emotionally tied to all the narrow cruelties of the old seminary system. Our tradition is replete with this beautiful language and libraries full of splendid music, ready to enrich our celebrations of the Holy Eucharist, and link us to the holiness of the ages.
