ctime389 

TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, FOR 10TH OCTOBER 1999

CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN

Pro Multis


Several correspondents have asked me why, in the vernacular English Mass, the translators altered the words of consecration over the chalice. Literally rendered, these would read “This is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant, which is poured out for you and for MANY for the forgiveness of sins (quod pro vobis et pro multis effundetur ad remissionem peccatorum).  The Latin “pro multis” means “for many.”  However, in an apparent fit of inclusivism, the ICEL translators seem to have changed “many” to “all.”


It might appear unwise to tinker with some of the most and important sacred words in the entire Catholic Faith, unless for absolutely compelling reasons.


Our principal guide should be the words of Jesus as recorded by the Gospel writers. Checking the words of consecration of the chalice in the Synoptic Gospels, we find firstly in Matthew: “This is my blood of the new covenant, which is shed FOR MANY (Greek: peri pollon) for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matt 26:28)
“Pollon” is the same Greek word as is used in the expression hoi polloi, the multitude, the mob, the common people.  Mark 14:24 is identical to Matthew except that it omits “for the forgiveness of sins.”


Luke 22:20 is more restrictive: “This is the cup, the new covenant in my blood, which is being shed for you.” (Greek: huper humon) The “you” refers to those present at the Last Supper - the apostles - and so by extension, the church gathered at the Eucharist.


The other account in the New Testament, most probably earlier than the Gospels, is St Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 11:25: “This cup is the new testament in my blood: do this, as often as you drink it, in anamnesis of me.” Here there is no reference to “being shed for N”. Since Paul was not present at the Last Supper, this may reflect the tradition he learnt from Barnabas or the other Apostles. 

The New Testament tradition then is definitely “shed for you” or “shed for many.” Nowhere does the Bible say: “shed for all”. Although scholars nowadays tend to work from the Greek text, the canonical Bible of the Church is the Latin Vulgate prepared by St Jerome. This also has pro vobis, for you, in St Luke, and pro multis, for many, in St Matthew and St Mark.


So why did the ICEL translators alter the words of Consecration away from the Biblical words of Jesus? 


One argument for this “inclusive” new version refers to the Hebrew/Aramaic which Jesus would have spoken at the Last Supper. He probably used the word rabbim, plural of rab, which means great or much e.g. rabbi = my great one. Rabbim is usually translated “many”, but it has also an inclusive sense of “the whole, comprising many individuals.” This is because the Hebrew for “all”, kol, has no plural. You never find kollim. So instead the Jews use rabbim.  Ha-rabbim, “the many”, is a Hebrew idiom for “the whole community”, “the whole people”. 

So does it follow that Jesus actually meant “for you and for all” at the Last Supper? In their Greek Gospel text, St Mark and St Matthew took special care to render what he said as peri pollon, for many. Now Greek has a different word for “all”:  pas/pantes.  The Evangelists could have written peri panton, if they wanted to indicate “for all” unambiguously. I think they presumably did understand what Jesus meant at the Last Supper, and moreover were guided by the Holy Spirit to use peri pollon, not peri panton. Matthew was there, and Mark is usually understood to be recording St Peter’s version of events. 

Therefore, I don’t think the translators’ argument for changing the words of the Consecration is at all convincing. 

There is, additionally, a powerful theological argument against the “for all” version. It can be misinterpreted heretically to imply universal salvation – the notion of apokatastasis for which the writer Origen was condemned in the fifth century. So I am not sure why some of the most sacred words of the Mass were altered away from Scripture and Tradition, to a certainly ambiguous version, which is capable of being misunderstood in an heretical sense. 


One can certainly argue that objectively Christ died to save all men. “God wills that all men should be saved.”  This is God’s universal salvific will. He pre-destined no-one to damnation. God is not a Calvinist. The sacrifice of the Son of God was sufficient to redeem the entire human race.  

On the other hand, God never takes back human free will. It appears that not all people accept Jesus’ offer of salvation and that more than a few go to damnation –  this is what the New Testament parables constantly imply,  what the writings of many mystics and saints teach, and what the visions of Fatima describe. God does not desire this, but He respects our free choice. He will not turn us into robots. He will not force anyone to love Him. So, we have the real possibility of turning away from our Maker. This warning runs throughout the Gospels and Epistles. So effectively Christ did not die for all: He will succeed in saving only those who choose to accept salvation from Him.

The matter becomes more puzzling when we look at various modern vernacular translations. Some correspond exactly with the Latin and Greek e.g. Polish, Hungarian, and the Latin-rite Church in Russia have the same. French with elegant accuracy uses: “pour vous et pour la multitude.” 
 
Nevertheless, a considerable number of other modern translations follow the “for you and for all” version. I suspect that the first of these was the Italian, and that the others have followed suit:

Italian: versato per voi e per tutti

Spanish:  que será derramada por vosotros y por todos los hombres

Portuguese  que é derramado por vós y por todos os homens

German   das für euch und für alle vergossen wird

Dutch:   Dit is mijn bloed, dat voor u en voor alle mensen wordt vergoten

Croatian



There is a real divergence in translations here: two different versions of the Consecration in one and the same Latin rite. An “inclusive” modern form and the Biblical-Traditional version.


In order to widen our grasp of the picture, let us compare other modern and ancient rites of the Catholic and Orthodox churches. We have seen that Sacred Scripture definitely says: “for many”. What does Sacred Tradition say?


The eastern rites stick to “for you and for many” e.g. the Greek-rite (Orthodox or Catholic) Eucharistic prayers of St John Chrysostom and St Basil the Great. These have  peri pollon as in the NT. Ukrainian Orthodox and Catholic, and Russian Orthodox, translate these faithfully as either za mnogich, or za bahatyoch, which both mean “for many.”


The ancient Mozarabic (Latin) rite, preserved by Spanish Christians living under Moorish domination from 712 onwards, also has “for you and for many.” However, its modern Castilian translation alters this to the inclusive version: que será derramada por vosotros y por todos los hombres.

The Syrian Orthodox Church in the USA has English translations of its very ancient rites. Interestingly, not a single one of its Eucharistic prayers uses “for you and for all”.  They say either “for you and for many” or “for you and all the faithful”:

Anaphora of St Mark:  This is my blood of the New Covenant. Take, drink of it all of you, for your propitiation and that of all the faithful and for eternal life.

Anaphora of St Peter:  Take, drink of it all of you for the remission of offences and for life eternal.

Anaphora of St Jacob Sarug:  This is the cup of the New Covenant in my blood which for you and for many is shed and given for the forgiveness of sins and for life eternal.

Anaphora of St Cyril: This is my blood which seals and confirms the New Covenant of my death and invites you and many faithful for the forgiveness of sins and for life eternal.

Anaphora of St Julius:  This is my blood of the New Covenant which for your sake and the sake of many is shed for the remission of sins and for life eternal.  

Anaphora of St Philoxenus of Mabug: similarly “for your sake and the sake of many”

Anaphora of St Severus of Antioch:  “for you and for many”


I wonder if the ICEL translators considered the ecumenical implications of altering the words of Consecration. 

It is a serious business to part company with the rites of the apostolic Orthodox Churches. This provides the type of ammunition which helped to cause the 1054 rupture, and could obstruct its healing. 

Nor was the change performed with a motive towards rapprochement with the Anglicans. Every one of their six Eucharistic Prayers keeps “for many.” Not one has “for all.” So the manipulated wording now diverges from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer and Alternative Service Book (1980). 

The more I look at this question, the less convinced I am of the aptness of pro multis being rendered “for all”.


Let us invite the ICEL translators to explain to CT readers, why they have departed from the Biblical versions of the Last Supper, and from the ancient Tradition of all churches which preserve apostolic succession.

