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To the Editor, Catholic Times, Credo for 16.5.99, Seventh Sunday after Easter (A)

By Fr Francis Marsden


This year Ascension Thursday fell on the anniversary of Our Lady’s first apparition at Fatima in 1917 to three young children, Lucia, Jacinta and Francisco. Lucia a Carmelite nun is now 92. In her diaries she noted the different spiritual effect of Mary’s visitation contrasted with the earlier apparition of the Angel with the Eucharist.


In 1916 the little companions experienced three visitations of the Angel of Peace. On the first occasion he knelt and bowed his face to the ground, teaching them to pray: “My God, I believe, I adore, I hope and I love You! I ask pardon for those who do not believe, do not adore, do not hope and do not love You!”


“The supernatural atmosphere which enveloped us was so intense,” writes Lucia, “that we were for a long time scarcely aware of our own existence . . the presence of God made itself felt so intimately and intensely that we did not venture even to speak to one another.”


On the third occasion, the Angel appeared holding a chalice, and above it a Host from which drops of blood were falling. Leaving the Host and chalice suspended in mid-air, he prostrated himself before them, uttering: 


“Most Holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, I adore You profoundly, and I offer You the precious Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of Jesus Christ, present in all the tabernacles of the world, in reparation for the outrages, sacrileges and indifference with which He Himself is offended. And through the infinite merits of His most Sacred Heart, and the Immaculate Heart of Mary, I beg of You the conversion of poor sinners.“


The Angel communicated the Host to Lucia, and the chalice to Jacinta and Francisco. Afterwards they repeated the same prayer again, prostrating themselves: “The force of the presence of God was so intense that it absorbed and almost completely annihilated us. It seemed to deprive us even of the use of our bodily senses for a considerable length of time . . The peace and happiness which we felt were great, but wholly interior, for our souls were completely immersed in God.”


The apparitions of Our Lady, writes Lucia, produced somewhat different emotions:


“We felt the same intimate joy, the same peace and happiness, but instead of physical prostration, an expansive ease of movement; instead of this annihilation in the Divine Presence, a joyful exultation; instead of the difficulty in speaking, we felt a certain communicative enthusiasm.”


Here is an important difference between the presence of God himself, and the presence of Our Lady, His most beautiful creature,. The numinous closeness of God brings with it a holy fear and transcendental awe. He is at once tremendum et fascinans, frightening and fascinating. This sensation lies at the core of religious experience. As Jesus says in today’s Gospel: “Eternal life is this, to know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” (John 17:3) 


We have no words adequate to describe these attributes of the All-Holy God. We speak of His infinite Majesty, His awesomeness, His immense glory, but we soon run out of expressions. Human language falls silent, dumbstruck. 


Our modernised English Liturgy is poor at evoking this infinite and awesome quality of God. I wonder if it would not be more appropriate for some lesser local saint, a friendly patron, protector, mate, than the Awesome God.  


ICEL’s 1973 translation of the Roman Missal consistently downplayed the supernatural and transcendental aspect of the Divine. References in the Mass prayers to God’s holiness, to sacrifice, to man’s unworthness and need of conversion, to atonement - these terms were repeatedly mistranslated and eliminated.  This approach has impoverished our worship with banal translations for nearly thirty years. 


In the Ascension Day preface, for instance, the Latin reads literally as: “Thus, with paschal joys streaming forth, the inhabitants of the world throughout all nations exult. In addition, the supernal virtues and angelic powers sing in chorus the hymn of your glory, uttering without end . . ”


ICEL’s civil-service speak reduced this to: “The joy of the resurrection and ascension renews the whole world, while the choirs of heaven sing for ever to your glory.”


ICEL ethnically cleansed from almost every Preface “the Angels and Archangels, Thrones and Dominations, and all the hosts of the heavenly armies,” reducing them plainly to “the choirs of angels.” 


This Sunday’s collect, if it followed the Latin, would read: “O Lord, look kindly upon our supplications, so that just as we believe the Saviour of the human race is with You in Your majesty, thus also may we feel the force of His remaining with us until the consummation of the age, as He promised.”  Yes, this needs some rearranging, I agree. It took me two minutes to translate. But what did the ICEL technicians give us, with their million-dollar budgets and expensive office-suites in Washington D.C.?


 “Father, help us keep in mind that Christ our Saviour lives with you in glory and promised to remain with us until the end of time.”


The new Missal is in an advanced state of preparation. Soon, I hope, these milksop pseudo-translations of the Latin liturgy will be consigned to well-merited oblivion.


In contrast, the Byzantine Liturgy very powerfully expresses the glorious and awesome majesty of the Most High.


We live in a reductionist age. We do not like things we cannot understand. We want to reduce everything to the dimensions of our own intellects. Then we hope to control them like technology. This is a common human impulse and it has its uses. Rather than venerate and wonder, we criticise, dissect and manipulate.


Wrongly applied, however, this is the path to folly. The atheist attempts to reduce all human life to genetics, and thence to chemistry and sub-atomic physics. Some branches of psychology feign to reduce the human spirit to conditioned reflexes and social pressures. Certain schools of economics diminish the human person to a mere cipher in the equations of labour/consumer supply and demand. 


Applied to God, the reductionist tendency brings catastrophe. To reduce God to a matey chum or a senile grandad  is both useless and blasphemous. He is neither. “For indeed our God is a consuming fire.” (Heb.12:29).  “Take off your sandals, for you are standing on holy ground” were the words addressed to Moses at the burning bush.


God is both infinitely above us, and at the same time in the depths of our souls closer to us than we are to ourselves. Somehow the liturgy has to communicate both His intimacy and His transcendence. The saints and mystics have the ability to do this, so perhaps it is to SS.Teresa, Catherine, John of the Cross, and Thomas Aquinas that we should turn.


Western theology is peculiarly liable to this reductionist impulse. When it gives free rein to the critical, rationalist spirit, devoid of the spirit of adoration and reverent prostration before the Divine Holiness, it proves corrosive and destructive. Both liberal theology and an uncontemplative dogmatism fall into this trap. 


It is the role of the Catholic Magisterium to protect the “givenness” of faith and holy truth. Precisely because it is Divine Revelation, it is not entirely comprehensible, as we see in the mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation, for instance, 


A human being who does not worship in awe and holy fear before the Almighty cannot do theology. The overriding concern in all theology must be the truths of the Almighty. When I see conferences advertising “feminist thealogy” (sic),” theoloGay”, and Marxist theology, I groan in spirit.


“Theology of community” is another in-fashion chic item at the moment. One hears plenty of talk about “serving the community”, but very little about “serving Almighty God.” The latter is in fact the best way to serve the community, evangelising and living out the Gospel in order to save souls.


As the First Commandment warns us, liturgy and theology are above all about the Divine Holiness.

