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Credo for 17th November 2002,

Fr Francis Marsden

Accurately Translating . . . 

The Translation Wars

Mgr John McIntyre (27 Oct) implied that he would be dismayed to see “archaisms” such as “deign” and “beseech” in the new English translation of the Roman Missal 2002, whatever the Latin says. 

This raises an important question. Should the language in which we address God in the Liturgy be any different from our everyday colloquial speech? Should Latin terms meaning entreat, beseech, beg, humbly implore, fall prostrate, deigns, is propitiated, condescends, be excised from English “translations,” because “we don’t speak like that any more”?

Consider for a moment, the Lord God is utterly different from any other being we know. He alone is Creator. Everyone else is creature. He alone is subsistent, perfect Being, the One who gives Existence to everything else. Everything else is contingent being, depending totally upon Him. 

How do we express our sinfulness and our nothingness before God’s infinite majesty and purity?  Maybe we do not go to the extreme flowery politeness of Jane Austen. Nevertheless, if we courteously address “The Right Honourable Member for Chipping Sodbury,” or “Very Rev. Monsignor McIntyre . . ,” how much more reverence is appropriate before the All-Holy God! Ironically the current liturgy often addresses Almighty God with less reverence than is customary towards Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. 

The failure to render God His due reverence soon engenders a lack of respect for His commandments. Conversely, the loss of outward signs reveals a lack of inward grace.

We moderns are handicapped by living in an ugly society, in which courtesy and titles of respect are considered passé. The gutter TV and press think it the height of intellectual attainment to use four-letter words of abuse.

The Liturgy – as the official, public worship of God by His Holy Church - must not be degraded by stripping out the poetry and the mystery to bring it down to our level. We may be informal in our private prayers, but the Liturgy should have sublime dignity and mystery, to raise us up to the heavenlies. 

Here we cannot presume to address God in banal everyday speech like a best mate or a civil servant. He is the All-Holy Supreme Lord of heaven and earth, Who yet condescends, deigns, to come down to our level to bear our punishments and to redeem our souls.

Liturgical language need not be entirely understandable on first hearing. Its meaning becomes clear with regular proclamation and meditation. 

A beautiful text furnishes poetic and memorable phrases which become part of the linguistic heritage, like Shakespeare and Cranmer, even if the latter was on the wrong side. Thus liturgy slowly infuses a language and a culture.   

I fear Mgr McIntyre overlooks a fundamental point in the new Vatican instructions for translators, Liturgiam Authenticam, which stipulates that liturgical translations must be accurate and faithful to the Latin.


Here in bold type are some suggested corrections to the Mass texts, which are needed if our English version is in future to correspond to the Latin text of the Roman Rite. 

The Lord be with you: And with your spirit. (not “And also with you”)

I confess . . that I have sinned exceedingly through my own fault . .  Did the translators feel that the Latin nimis, (overmuch, excessively) would send us all on a guilt trip?

The Gloria needs substantial amendment: 

“Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth to men of good will. Lord God, heavenly King, almighty God and Father, we praise You, we bless You, we adore You, we worship You, we give You thanks for Your great glory. Lord Jesus Christ, only-begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father; 

You take away the sin of the world, have mercy on us; 

You take away the sin of the world, receive our plea, 

You are seated at the right hand of the Father, have mercy on us. . . 

Offertory: “May the Lord receive the sacrifice from your hands, to the praise and glory of His Name, also for our good and the good of all His Holy Church.”

Holy Holy Holy (is the) Lord God of Sabaoth / angel hosts. The abstract “power and might” can only have be invented to avoid the mention of angels.

In the First Eucharistic Prayer the omissions and alterations (highlighted in bold print below) and political bias evident in the 1974 text would fill a doctoral thesis. Literally it should begin: 

“Therefore, most clement Father, we humbly beg and entreat You, through Jesus Christ Your Son our Lord, to accept and bless these gifts, these offerings, these holy and unblemished sacrifices.”


Compare our current version: “We come to you, Father, with praise and thanksgiving, through Jesus Christ your Son. Through him we ask you to accept and bless these gifts we offer you in sacrifice,” - easier to enunciate, but inaccurate and much less elevated in tone. 


Later on the adjective “orthodoxis,” applied to those who “hold and teach” the catholic faith in an orthodox manner, is omitted.  We offer the sacrifice of praise for ourselves and for those dear to us, “for the redemption of souls, for the hope of salvation and safety; and they fulfil their vows to You, eternal God, living and true.”  These mentions of “souls” and “fulfilling vows” were both censored out.


Next we come to the Communicantes, which on major feasts takes different forms:


“In communion with the whole Church, we celebrate that most sacred day, when .. etc. . . . First of all we venerate the memory of the glorious ever-Virgin Mary, Mother of our God and Lord Jesus Christ: we honour blessed Joseph, spouse of the Virgin, and Your blessed Apostles and Martyrs . . . “

 
This was slimmed down to: “We celebrate that day etc . .  . . We honour Mary, the ever-virgin mother of Jesus Christ our Lord and God. We honour Joseph, her husband, the apostles and martyrs . .”  

ICEL never justified its waging war on piety, by reducing respect for Our Lady and the Saints.

The Hanc igitur survived only with severe shrapnel injuries: A literal reading is: “Therefore we implore You, Lord, be pleased to accept this offering of our servitude/slavery and that of your whole family, to order our days in Your peace, to rescue us from eternal damnation, and to decree that we be numbered among the flock of your elect.” 

The 1974 Missal reads: “Father, accept this offering from your whole family. Grant us your peace in this life, save us from final damnation, and count us among those you have chosen.” O-level fail, I fear.

Any hint that human beings abase themselves before God was thus eliminated, especially the shocking word “servitutis”  - “slavery.” The humble Latin requests, in the subjunctive mood, were replaced by impertinent English imperatives, telling God what He ought to do.

The word “damnation” eluded the censors, but it became “final” rather than “eternal,” mistakenly suggesting the extinction of the damned. The imagery of “flock,” referring to the sheep and the goats (Matt. 25) was exterminated.

Consecration “This is the chalice of my blood  - calix is not a kitchenware “cup”. It is a goblet or a drinking vessel. “. .which will be shed for you and for many / for the multitude.”  The current phrase “for all,” is a mistranslation and an innovation.

After the memorial acclamation: 

Wherefore, O Lord, we Your servants and Your holy people, remembering first the blessed passion of Christ your Son our Lord, His resurrection from the dead, and His glorious ascension into heaven: offer to Your resplendent majesty from Your own gracious gifts, a pure victim, a holy victim, a spotless victim, the holy Bread of eternal life, and the Chalice of everlasting salvation.

With a gracious and tranquil countenance, be pleased to look upon these offerings, and to accept them, as it pleased You to accept the gifts of Your just servant Abel, the sacrifice of our Patriarch Abraham, and that which Melchizedek your high priest offered unto You, a holy sacrifice, a spotless victim.

No wonder we have suffered a Tridentinist backlash. 

Introduction to the Our Father:

Literally: “Taught by salvific precepts and formed by divine instruction, we dare to say.” The translators declined to render this and dared to invent four alternatives instead!

Before Holy Communion:

Domine non sum dignus: “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, say but the word and my soul shall be healed.”

The substitution of “to receive you” obliterated the Gospel reference to Jesus entering under the roof of the Roman centurion.


Mgr McIntyre accuses Cardinal Estevez, head of the Congregation for Divine Worship, of “discourteous, indeed contemptuous” treatment of ICEL’s members. On the contrary, Cardinal Estevez’ criticisms of ICEL’s work appear courteous, well-justified and long overdue. 

For decades, some of ICEL’s translators – enjoying a million-dollar budget of the faithful’s money – had used delaying tactics to thwart Vatican requests for more accurate translation, giving the entire English-speaking Church a scandalous example of disobedience to the Holy See.

Readers may be surprised to realise how for thirty years we have been deceived and deprived of the integral Roman Rite. More power to the Sacred Congregation!

