LATIN IS ONE OF THE SACRED LANGUAGES OF THE CHURCH
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   Charles Wilkes, editor of the parish newsletter Dominus Vobiscum, of Our Lady of the Rosary Catholic Church in San Jose, California. This article appeared in a recent issue of that newsletter.


   There are three sacred languages recognized as sacred and used for sacred functions - Hebrew, Greek and Latin. One should also not forget that the language of the temple and synagogues in which Our Lord worshipped was not the vernacular of the Jewish people since their return from the Babylonian captivity five centuries earlier, but was Aramaic or Syriac, the vernacular language of Syria, which had taken over Israel as well. This vernacular language was also written using the Hebrew alphabet, as was classical Hebrew, much as the Roman alphabet today is used to write many entirely different languages.


   Much has been written of the fact that the New Testament that we have today in the original, is in the Greek language. But Greek was also the language of the Jews coming from surrounding countries such as Turkey, etc., as well as the fact that there were Greek-speaking settlements in what is today Israel. Thus the Jews of the time of Christ certainly knew three languages - classical Hebrew, vernacular Aramaic, and for anyone with any education at all, certainly Greek.


   But Latin was by no means absent from the lives of the Apostles, and of Jesus, since they were under occupation by Roman soldiers who spoke Latin. Who ever heard of soldiers of an occupation army bothering to learn the language of the country being subjugated? Did the American soldiers of World War II learn German and Japanese? Perhaps a few -- including your author who ended up his service in World War II in Japan -- but these are very few indeed. Instead, such armies spend their free time teaching the subjugated people their language, as we did in both Germany and Japan.


   Certainly the occupied citizens of Israel under the Romans were no exception. They had to learn Latin in order to survive under cruel Roman rule. For example, Jesus spoke to the Roman centurion and to Pontius Pilate without mention of a translator. Jesus was from that part of Israel which did not have an intense hatred for the Roman occupiers. As a result, He most certainly knew Latin and spoke it when necessary.


   Many of the Apostles, as part of their missionary travels, found themselves in Rome. St. Paul made three such trips, and along with St. Peter and others, died in Rome. Certainly they both well knew Latin, although nothing of their writings in that language have been preserved as have their writings and letters in Greek, especially the letters of St. Paul. Of course St. Paul was writing to Greek speaking Hebrews as well as to native Greek gentiles among the early converts to the Church, and naturally wrote to them in their native language, which was also the native language of St. Paul himself, having been born in Greek speaking Turkey.


   At that time in Rome, Greek was the classical language of the scholars. This can be easily seen in the ruins of Pompeii today which have been excavated from volcanic ash. Even the citizens of Rome, who natively spoke Latin as their vernacular language, also learned Greek as their language of scholarship. While Roman soldiers, essentially uneducated, would not have spoken Greek, the early Christians in Rome were undoubtedly highly educated, and did. Thus the use of Greek as an early language of the Church was both natural, and a consequence of the social and political situation of the times. But it does not mean that Latin did not have equal billing with Greek, and it was the Latin that carried the Church forward in Rome long after the time of the Apostles.


   For 1700 years the Roman Liturgy was preserved in the original Latin, only to be changed to the vernacular in the last 30 years. One could ask what is so special about the last 30 years than an unbroken tradition of 1700 years should suddenly be changed?


   Dom Prosper Gueranger, in his book The Antiliturgical Heresy, said that the hatred of the Latin language is inborn in the hearts of all who hate Rome. They see in it a bond that unites throughout the world, a weapon of orthodoxy against all the subtleties of the sectarian spirit, and a most powerful arm of the papacy. Surely it is one of the most masterful strokes of the reformers to declare war on the holy language of Latin, for if they succeed in destroying its use, their aims are all but accomplished. The liturgy, from the moment it loses its sacred character and is offered to the people in a profaned manner, becomes like a dishonored woman. Liturgists cry, "The Lord be with you," and how long will they continue to respond, "and with your spirit"?


   Pope Pius XII said that the day the Church abandons her universal tongue of Latin is the day before she returns to the catacombs. He also said that the use of the Latin language is a clear and beautiful sign of unity, and an efficacious remedy against any corruptions of true doctrine.


   In the light of the above, it is clear that for the Roman Catholic Church, Latin is not the wrapping paper, but the string that holds the whole package together! It has in this 1700 years achieved a near-essential quality, not only as the language of the liturgy, but as the custodian of Roman Catholic theology for that time as well.


   Now we come to the crux of the matter. It is not the use of the English that is the main problem, but what is being said in English. The new words may in fact invalidate the Sacrament, but not because of the language used, but because of the meaning behind them, and the intent of the speaker.


   A  Tridentine Mass said entirely in English might be just as valid as one said in Latin, provided the translation was literal and accurate. However, no such permission has ever been given, and this would essentially be a non-Catholic position were it to be granted.


   Latin is a language that transcends all national borders and is a "dead" language. It does not change on a day-to-day basis like English. We should learn to appreciate the value of Latin in the Church . 





The article first appeared in the March 1995 issue of The Catholic Voice.


