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Fr Francis Marsden

For Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


The restoration of the old Latin Mass is unlikely to usher in immediate changes at parish level. It is akin to permitting steam engines to run again on the diesel and electric railway network, as a concession to enthusiasts who like that sort of thing.


Steam railways – like the Great Little Trains of Wales – are a magnet for tourists. Something different to do on holiday. Not something you want every day. The commuter on the 07.50 from Godalming to Waterloo prefers Southern Electric - fast, functional, efficient, gets you to work quickly, like the Novus Ordo. 


But for a special treat, there is nothing to beat the romance, the excitement of steam, with all its visual and sound effects: a Jubilee class pounding up Ais Gill bank with the Thames-Clyde express, columns of steam spurting heavenwards above Ribblehead viaduct; that warm smell of smoke and steam seeping in the draughty carriage windows as the train whistles and clatters across level crossings. For the older ones, a nostalgic trip down memory lane. For the youngsters, a new and exciting experience, which can make even the most unremarkable journey very special.


For years the British Rail area managers forbade steam engines to run on their bedieselled and electrified tracks. They gave many reasons. The smoke clings to the overhead wires, it affects the contact of the pantograph with the power supply, steam excursions get in the way of normal passenger services. The door was closed. Steam enthusiasts were banished to the short, remote branch lines which they could afford to run themselves. 


After years of denial, the General Manager and the Board then suddenly decided that steam excursions would be a good source of income. The ban was overturned, to the dismay of many local area managers, and the steam hauled long-distance excursion became a reality once again.


One can see the parallel with the restoration of the Tridentine Mass. The General Manager, Benedict XVI, in his liberalism – to give the word its original sense of generosity – has permitted to every priest of the Roman rite, the celebration of the old Latin Mass. Previously priests had to go through the bureaucratic process of applying for an indult to the liturgical authorities – and in some dioceses these authorities were less than generous.


One priest related recently how a group of families in his rural parish approached him, requesting a Tridentine Mass celebration three or four times a year. He applied to the liturgical authorities, only to be told, No, the Mass was readily available monthly in the cathedral city seventy miles away, and they should go there.


Now he will be delighted to go ahead and celebrate. The Pope himself has given permission. The decision has been taken largely out of the hands of bishops, and given to parish priests. Those liturgists who wanted to dragoon everyone into their particular interpretation of the Novus Ordo, and only the Novus Ordo, have been confounded and put to flight by the generosity of Benedict XVI.

One dismayed Italian bishop was reported as saying “This is the saddest day of my life.” A friend commented: “Why doesn’t he get a life?”


Those who think the old Latin rite will sow confusion and division, should consider that other rites, such as the Ambrosian, the Braga, the Mozarabic, and the Dominican have long existed in the west. Additionally there are some 15 eastern rites – Byzantine, Coptic, Armenian, Syro-Malabar and so on. Catholicism has never been a monolith.

Pope Benedict has been a model of moderation. He could have required every parish to have a weekly Latin Mass in either the Novus Ordo or the Tridentine rite, in order to preserve the language, but he has refrained from this. He is inviting, not imposing; giving an option, not issuing mandates.


Let me make my own position clear. Since the age of 14, I have only once been to a Tridentine Mass, about four years ago. It came as a shock. It wasn’t even the dialogue Mass (which is what the Pope John XXIII 1962 Missal provides). Everything was recited by priest and altar server, far off in the distance. We simply knelt and said our own prayers. To be honest, it put me off. I came away grateful for many of the liturgical reforms, certainly the more active role of the congregation.


The greater loss, to my mind, was the abandonment of the Latin plainchant and the treasury of the classical music repertoire. Out with Palestrina, Byrd, and the Missa Orbis Factor: in with Kumbaya, Colours of Day, and “Let us fall on our knees with our face to the rising sun,” evidently a hymn for Japanese car workers. 

The three-chord guitar strumming, which seemed appealing and relevant at the start, turned out hackneyed and banal as the years went by. It had neither the depth nor the spiritual beauty to sustain long term use in worship.

Benedict’s generous opening-up of the riches of the pre-Vatican II liturgy – with the more supernatural outlook of its prayers and blessings – will have a subtle long-term impact on the Church’s self-understanding.


The Indian Church welcomed the Motu Proprio. According to Mgr Oswald Gracias, archbishop of Mumbai (Bombay), it will “have two important purposes.”


“One very important purpose will be to renew and enrich the liturgy, reclaiming the liturgical form that existed before the Council, which is a great heritage in the history of the church,” 


“The Motu Proprio is a sign that the Holy Father wants to make available to the Church all the treasures of the Latin liturgy that have for centuries nourished the spiritual life of so many generations of Catholic faithful.”

Secondly, it was a response to the pastoral needs of the faithful.


No longer can theologians or catechists scorn the older rites as inferior or outdated. They are current, even if extraordinary. Hence they become an authoritative source for theological reflection: lex orandi, lex credendi. 

Priests can celebrate baptism, confession, anointing the sick, marriages and funerals by the old rites if requested. Will anointing the sick in seven places (forehead, eyes, ears, nose, mouth, hands and feet) rather than just two (forehead and hands) prove more effective? In fact, this is one area in which the Tridentine restoration may well affect normal celebration of the sacraments – since the other anointings are not excluded by the newer rite. 


Presumably too - although this remains to be clarified – priests will be able to use the older Ritual for the blessing of holy water, homes, rosaries, crucifixes and so on. As I asked a lady the other day, only half joking – So do you want the old form or the new form for blessing your rosary beads?


Diocesan exorcists – like Fr Gabriel Amorth of Rome - complained that the new ritual of exorcism was not so effective as the older form. Does the Motu Proprio free up the old rite for them, or are further interpretative decisions required?

There remain concrete practical problems. Younger generations of priests from the English seminaries, often lack fluency in liturgical Latin. If you don’t understand the text, you can’t really pray it with any conviction. Older priests are a bit rusty on Tridentine ceremonial, not having celebrated it for nigh on 37 years. 


Bilingual missals and prayer books are available for the people, published by the Latin Mass society and the CTS. For the Scripture readings the English Lectionary is allowed anyway.

The Motu proprio will stimulate a renewal of Latin in seminary training, and perhaps more interest in the language generally in Catholic colleges. Probably more Masses in Latin in the Novus Ordo too.

Extra Latin Masses on a Sunday, however, are a non-starter, if a priest is already saying five weekend Masses – the canonical maximum of two on Saturday and three on Sunday. Weekday mornings or evenings look more auspicious occasions.


It is ironic, a friend informs me, that in Los Angeles Archdiocese, where currently Mass is celebrated in thirty or forty different languages, it is almost impossible to find the Mass in Latin anywhere. In a multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic society, Latin should still have a role as the universal Catholic tongue. It is impartial, in that it does not favour any one racial or cultural group.

One awaits news of diocesan in-service training courses on “How to celebrate the John XXIII Latin Mass.” We may be kept waiting a long time. Perhaps priests could set up self-help study groups, without waiting for “the authorities” to do something.

At the start the John XXIII Mass will have a certain novelty value – something a bit different. Its long term effects on priests and on people will be more subtle. It may well influence the way the vernacular rite is celebrated.

Time to dust off that old missal on the top shelf and study the rubrics. My biretta is ready, the chalice veils and communion plates are at hand, the high altar has survived. The folks can sing the Missa de Angelis. “Introibo ad altare Dei….” 
