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Introduction to the Parish Liturgy Series


On the first Sunday of Advent, November 27th, 2011, the Catholic Church in the United States will begin to use the newly translated Roman Missal at Masses celebrated all over the country. Other English speaking countries will also be using the newly translated Roman Missal but their Bishops were free to choose a starting date that was suitable to their local situation. What is the Roman Missal? Why a new translation? How will it affect our experience of praying at mass?

The Roman Missal is the Church’s prayer book for the Mass. It contains all the prayers and rubrics (directions) that are used at Mass throughout the year. The Missal includes those prayers that are said or sung by the priest and the congregation as well. The responses we make at Mass, texts for the Glory to God, the Creed, the Confiteor (prayer of contrition in the introductory rites), the Holy Holy (Sanctus) and other prayers are all standard prescribed prayers that Catholics all over the world pray at Mass. The parts that the priest prays, especially the Opening Prayer of the Mass, called the Collect, the Eucharistic Prayers, the Prayer after Communion, etc. have all gone through a process of review and retranslated from the Latin.

Why a new translation? When the first translation of the new order of Mass was published in the 1960s after the Second Vatican Council the translators were pressed to provide an English edition of the Missal as quickly as possible. Since then we have had the advantage of praying the texts and learning from our experience what could be improved. The Holy See has also provided new guidelines for translations that require a more literal translation from the original Latin Missal. Conforming more closely to the original Latin enables us to be in closer conformity with all other language groups and thus enhances our unity as Catholics at prayer. There was also a concern on the part of the Holy See to provide a translation for liturgy that would be more suitable to conveying the deeply spiritual meaning of what we do at worship. It was thought that the use of ordinary language that is common in our secularist 
society was failing to lift up the hearts and minds of Catholic worshippers in a way that the liturgy is intended to do. 

How will this new translation affect our prayer together at Mass? Initially we can expect some discomfort with the transition to a new translation. We have been praying texts for the Gloria and the Creed, for example, for many years now. We know these prayers by heart. So we will need to be patient and allow ourselves some time to stumble through some of the responses and prayers. But over time the richer quality of the new translation will hopefully move us to a deeper appreciation for the mysteries of our faith that we encounter in the liturgy. It’s important to remember that the Mass is not changing. It’s only the translation of the prayers we use. The implementation of the revised Roman Missal is a moment of grace because it offers us the opportunity to review our understanding of the Mass, to interiorize the prayers and meaning of the Mass, and to grow in our appreciation for the wonderful gift of the Eucharist, Christ’s sacrifice on our behalf. 

As we prepare to welcome the new revised Missal we will provide a weekly catechesis that will not only help us to understand the changes, but just as importantly help us to savor the beauty and depth of our Catholic liturgy. In other words, this occasion is an invitation to spiritual renewal. The Church teaches us that the Liturgy is the source and the summit of our faith as Catholics. What a wonderful opportunity to rediscover how true that is. 
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