CEREMONIES OF LITURGY HELP TO STRENGTHEN FAITH


Adapted from Ordo and Ceremonial of the Mass





   In past issues of The Catholic Voice we have reviewed many aspects of the Tridentine Latin Mass. After studying about the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, it is good for us to have an explanation of the words and ceremonies prescribed to be used in it. Our devotion for the Mass cannot fail to be strengthened by an acquaintance with the Liturgy of the Church, as well as with the use and meaning of those sacred rites by which this most solemn of all religious actions is accomplished.


   The Church tells us, in the Decrees of the Council of Trent, that the ceremonies of Holy Mass are designed precisely to promote the reverence and edification of the faithful. Another very important end of them is to impress the ministers of religion themselves with a sense of the greatness and majesty of the work in which they are engaged. An incidental result of the care which the Church bestows upon the externals of religion, and which is obviously a part of her object in providing for them, is the preservation, in all its integrity, of the great doctrines to which these ceremonies are evidently subservient.


   Let us look first on the effect the ceremonies have upon the people. We naturally form a high esteem for actions which we see done with care and attention. This principle is well understood by kings and the great men of the world, who, whenever they appear in public, entrust their marshals and ushers with the care of arranging their processions and receptions according to a prescribed ceremonial. The Church, fearing  the curse of those who perform the work of God negligently (Jer. 48:10), and animated by that spirit of loyalty which inclines us to execute every labor of love with careful exactness, abhors nothing more than a perfunctory and slovenly performance of religious actions. It is a special curse of its own to assist at Mass or some other religious ceremony where the minister's heart and mind is not "in" the work that he is doing. We know how disedified we are by such events, and how we walk away from such ceremonies with confusion of spirit. Likewise, attending a Mass devoutly said does much to uplift our souls.


   Another end of the liturgical ceremonies is to fix in the mind of the priests and ministers of religion a sense of the greatness of the work in which they are engaged. Our outward gestures have the greatest effect upon the disposition of our minds. For this reason, in well-regulated families, children are brought up to observe an outward demeanor of respect and affection to their parents as the best, or rather the only, security for keeping themselves habitually in those dispositions. What prudent teacher or ruler would ever think of dispensing with ceremonial proprieties and etiquette saying that true love and duty are not connected with such minutiae? We well know that the certain consequence of neglecting such outward signs of regard is to cool, in the end, even the most promising affection. It is for these reasons that the Church binds her priests and ministers, even under pain of grievous sin, to an exact performance of all the most important ceremonies of Mass. They are also bound under a decided, although less severe obligation, to a take care of even less essential details. They may not deviate from the ritual, nor can they invent ceremonies of there own or invite the faithful to write up their own ceremonial.


   Thirdly, considering what vital doctrines are wrapped up in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, and how intimately many of its ceremonies are connected with these doctrines, it will appear that the Church has other still higher reasons for the attention she bestows upon the ceremonial of religion. It cannot be doubted that these ceremonies have materially contributed to preserve the doctrines of the Incarnation, Redemption, the Holy Eucharist, and other great mysteries of our Faith. There is not one of these ceremonies which does not spring from reverence towards the Holy Eucharist, while many of them directly imply the great truth of Transubstantiation.


   It is important for us to understand that not one of the seemingly least of all these ceremonies is, as the enemies of the Church assert, idle and insignificant. Many who read these words are old enough to remember the reasons we were given by the liturgical innovators for changing the ceremonies of the Mass into those of the novus ordo. We were told that the Latin Mass was archaic and hard to follow. It was lacking in meaning (they said) and crying for help to be brought into more relevance to modern man. We were even told from the pulpit that all the ceremonial blessings during Mass were not necessary. As if to illustrate the point, one priest remarked to a congregation that these blessings could be confused by some as being done by a man who was swatting at flies. 


   Twenty years ago these words didn't shock us, even though they came from priests. Far too many accepted what they were told and we blindly went along with the changes that were forced upon us. Within a short period of time, attendance at Mass dropped off and the  trust of the faithful in their religion was lost. This is all because the ceremonies of the mass were either done away with or performed in a disedifying manner.


  Our love for the Latin Mass must extend to the very ceremonials of the Liturgy itself. Priests must take care to review the rubrics of the Mass and Sacraments frequently, especially during their annual retreat. They should be just as careful of each ceremonial detail as they are to pronounce the words of Consecration with precision and devotion. They should also take time to meditate on the ceremonies of the Mass and to preach on the fruits of their meditation to the faithful. When we can be sure that the priests and bishops of the church will lead us to devotion by example, we can be equally sure that the faithful will grow in grace and profit by each Mass they attend.


   The duty for care of the Liturgy doesn't end with the priests. The faithful, too, should learn to appreciate the depth and richness in the ceremonies of the Mass. While all may not understand Latin, each of us can understand in our hearts and souls the meaning of the actions at the altar. We should pray for each other to appreciate what we have. 


