WHY A "REFORM OF THE REFORM"?


By Fr. Kevin Vaillancourt





             In what is soon to be the third revision of the Novus Ordo Missae since its widespread insitution in 1967, continued attempts at a "Reform of the Reform" will culminate in the rush to complete a new liturgy — the Missal 2000 — by Christmas in the year 2000.


   In the last issue of The Catholic Voice, we headlined a comment from Cardinal Ratzinger regarding the "mistake" that was made in the 1969 Reforms. While admitting that the way in which the reforms were accomplished did harm to the Church, he is still quite in favor of the idea that a newer, more pious and more reformed liturgical practice will make all right. Catholics of the Traditional Movement recognize that any "Reform of the Reform" is, spiritually speaking, a waste of time, for the reforms following the Second Vatican Council were (and are) erroneous, and no reform of them, even if done piously, will make them a form of worship that is pleasing to God.


   Countless groups within the conciliar church are working hard at a new reformed liturgy of the millenium. Frequently they differ from each other in the end they want, but they all agree  that what is known as the Novus Ordo liturgy of today will move aside to allow the Novissimus Ordo to take over by 2000. Each of these groups seems to call upon the document from the Council, Sacrosanctum Concilium (On The Liturgy), as its inspirational force for achieving what the Council Fathers truly envisioned when writing up this piece. "What we have right now is not what the Fathers wanted", they say, and off they go, pen and scissors in hand, to cross-out, slash, cut and paste until the mutilation presented bears even less resemblance to the traditional Mass of All Time than it does right now.





Why The Need For A Reform?


   This is a question I, personally, have asked many conciliar  church members, both clergy and laity, for years. The answers I get are that the Roman (Tridentine) Mass needed to be reformed because it  has ambiguities in it. Or, that it is filled with redundancies. Or, that it is unclear, and devotionally hard to apply to modern life. Lastly, (and this is the favorite) there is the "problem" with Latin, since few people speak it, and people have been left in the pews to pray their rosaries or read from other prayer books, or even, God forbid!, the missal. However, when asked to pinpoint the exact phrases that were redundant or ambiguous, they are often hard pressed to reveal the source of their concerns. The "fall back" point is quite often that Sacrosanctum Concilium said that the liturgy needed to be reformed, so we must be obedient to the Council directives.


   While I don't want to attempt a full-scale review of Sacrosanctum Concilium in this issue, I would like to examine what seems to be the key reform mandated by that document: participation. The Tridentine Latin Mass (say the Reformers) allows of no participation by the faithful, and so they get very little meaning or "feeling" from going to Mass. The Council document agrees:


   "The sacred Council has set out to impart an ever-increasing vigor to the Christian life of the faithful; to adapt more closely to the needs of our age those institutions which are subject to change; to foster whatever can promote union among all who beleive in Christ; to strengthen whatever can help to call all mankind into the Church's fold. Accordingly, it sees particularly cogent reasons for undertaking the reform and promotion of the liturgy. . . .(#1)


   "Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that full, conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy, and to which the Christian people, 'a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people' (1 Peter 2:9, 4-5) have a right and obligation by reason of Baptism.


   "In the restoration and promotion of the sacred liturgy, the full and active participation by all the people is the aim to be considered before  all else, for it is the  primary and indespensable source from which the faithful are to derive the true Christian spirit. Therefore, in all their apostolic activity, pastors of souls should energetically set about achieving it through requisite pedagogy." (#14)


   Not only does the document first tell us that an "ever increasing vigor" in Christian life will come by making change -- "adaptions to the needs of our age", but these  adaptations will come from those institutions "which are subject to change" -- namely, the liturgy. The Council justifies its reform by saying that the Mass is an "institution subject to change", an error condemend with an anathema at the Council of Trent: "If anyone says that the received and approved rites of the Catholic Church, accustomed to be used in the administration of the Sacraments, may be despised or omitted by the ministers without sin and at their pleasure, or may be changed by any pastor of the churches to other new ones, let him be anathema." (7th Session, Canons on the Sacraments, #13). But, even though the Council had no right to change (restore, excuse me) the Mass, they did so because, as they say, active participation of the faithful is the primary source for true Christian spirit. However, in reading the prayers of the Roman Mass, the plural pronoun "we" occurs quite frequently, showing thus that the people have been "participating" at Mass long before the "hootin' and hollerin'" of modern times. Pope Pius XII, in his encyclical Mediator Dei, also remarked on this point.


   Modern changes have gone well beyond "participation". Now, the efforts are at "gender-neutral" (inclusive language) liturgies so that no one, while participating, will be offended. The 1997 version of inclusive liturgy coming out of the meeting of the American Bishops was sent to Rome and just recently came  back unapproved. But the Americans are committed to this concept, and they will make these changes, approval or not. 


   Some may say that the conciliar church dodged a bullet with this last decree. Not so. As long as every conciliar group is looking to reform the Reform before 2000, then more changes will come, and they will, more than likely, be approved.





This article first appeared in the September 1997 issue of The Catholic Voice, P.O. Box 130, Mead, WA 99021 USA.


