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Sacred Music News - 5/5/19
LATIN in the LITURGY

The Second Vatican Council instructs that “the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in

the Latin rites” and that “steps should be taken so that the faithful may also be able to say or

to sing together in Latin those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which pertain to them”

(Sacrosanctum Concilium 36, 54; 1963). Why, when nobody speaks Latin as a native language, is

it to be preserved?

There are several good reasons to continue the tradition of Latin, but most of them in one way

or  another  pertain  to  the  overarching  fact  that  Latin  is  universal for  Latin  rite  Catholics,

uniting us across time and space and constituting an unchanging foundation for liturgical

and theological language. Stay tuned over the next several weeks as I expand this idea and

describe  how we can each  take ownership of  our  responsibility  to  embrace the common

language of our Catholic culture.
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Sacred Music News - 5/12/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Last week I begin a discussion about the use of Latin in the Catholic liturgy, and mentioned

“the overarching fact that Latin is universal for Latin rite Catholics, uniting us across time and

space and constituting an unchanging foundation for liturgical and theological language.” To

further expound on that statement, over the next few weeks I will divide up the discussion as

follows:

 I. A Catholic culture

 II. Unity across time and space

 III. Latin as an unchanging foundation

 IV. Church teaching & legislation regarding Latin

 V. Translation troubles

PART I: A CATHOLIC CULTURE

One of the most common objections to Latin that I hear is some variation of this: “I don’t

know Latin. It was never part of my education or my religious practice, and I’m doing fine

without it.”

As Christians, there is nothing in our lives which should take precedence over the fact of our

Catholic faith and practice, and this includes our experience and culture. All throughout our

lives as we learn more about this faith, we continue to  form our lives around Christ and his

Church rather than fit our Catholic practices around our cultural habits.

The Latin heritage of our Church has been sadly neglected in Catholic education over the past

century, but it is (as we will see over the next few weeks) an essential part of the collective

experience of the Roman Rite. Refusing to embrace it is like attempting to be assimilated into

a new culture but refusing to adopt its language. No matter where you are in your life, it is

not to late to begin getting to know some of the essential texts of the liturgy in Latin.
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Sacred Music News - 5/19/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Last week I discussed the role of Latin in forming our lives around Christ and his Church, as

opposed to fitting our Catholic practices around cultural habits. Here’s where we are in the

discussion of Latin:

 I. A Catholic culture

 II. Unity across time and space

 III. Latin as an unchanging foundation

 IV. Church teaching & legislation regarding Latin

 V. Translation troubles

PART II: UNITY ACROSS TIME AND SPACE

There does not exist among you Jew or Greek, slave or freeman, male or female. All are one in Christ Jesus. -

Galatians 3:28

A friend of mine,  a  fellow church organist,  was visiting Rome and wandered into a side

chapel in St. Peter’s Basilica where a priest was preparing for Mass. A handful of others came

in as well. The assembled group represented several different countries of origin, and as a

result several different languages. The priest, noticing this, said Mass in Latin. In spite of the

language  differences,  everyone  could  respond together  using  the  same words,  the  result

being a deeper unity than could be achieved by the multicultural approach many churches

take, where different parts of the Mass are in different languages.

When we pray the Mass in Latin, we use the same words as our patron saints throughout the

ages used to pray the Mass. When we sing Gregorian chant, it is not only the same words but

the same melodies. By preserving and protecting these and other elements of our Catholic

culture we preserve a Catholic identity that is immune to the vicissitudes of popular cultures.

Catholics throughout the world can come together can transcend their worldly differences

and pray as one, using the same words that generations of Catholics have used. Then we can

truly make visible the theological truth that “all are one in Christ Jesus.”
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Sacred Music News - 5/26/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Last week I explained how Latin in the liturgy can act as a force of unity among Catholics

across time and space. Today we extend this concept to Latin as used in theology. Here’s

where we are:

 I. A Catholic culture

 II. Unity across time and space

 III. Latin as an unchanging foundation

 IV. Church teaching & legislation regarding Latin

 V. Translation troubles

PART III: LATIN AS AN UNCHANGING FOUNDATION

Many of us remember clearly when the English translation of the Roman Missal changed in

November 2011. One week, we were saying "And also with you," the next week we were

saying, "And with your spirit." I will talk more about that in two weeks, but the important

point to realize is that the Latin did not change.

Latin "grew up" in the early Church as a vernacular language, but over time as it ceased to be

widely spoken, the meanings of words were more or less locked in place. This is important for

theology because official pronouncements of the Church are published in Latin, meaning that

the Church has, through a dead language, preserved a living memory of the meaning of its

teachings. Therefore, when St. Augustine (d. 430), St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274), and Pope St.

John Paul II (d. 2005) all write on the same theological subject in Latin, they can build on a

common, stable theological vocabulary.

Living  languages—that  is,  vernacular  languages  such  as  English—evolve  over  time.  The

meaning of words change,  grammar changes,  dialects  come and go. But learning the full

scope of some of the basic Latin vocabulary behind our key dogmatic teachings is a way to

cut through that fluidity and reach the same solid ground on which Catholics throughout the

centuries have built their formulations of the Church's teaching.
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Sacred Music - 6/2/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Last  week  I  discussed  the  importance  of  Latin  as  a  stable  foundation  of  theological

vocabulary. Here’s where we are in the discussion of Latin:

 I. A Catholic culture

 II. Unity across time and space

 III. Latin as an unchanging foundation

 IV. Church teaching & legislation regarding Latin

 V. Translation troubles

IV. CHURCH TEACHING & LEGISLATION REGARDING LATIN

"Didn't Vatican II get rid of Latin?" 

This is a common question addressed to music directors and priests who begin to revive Latin

in the parish liturgical life. What did Vatican II in its 1963  Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy

(known as Sacrosanctum Concilium and abbreviated SC) actually say about Latin?

the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin rites* (SC 36)

steps should be taken so that the faithful may also be able to say or to sing together in Latin

those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which pertain to them. (SC 54)

*Our parish falls under the category of the "Latin rites," to be distinguished from Eastern (e.g., Byzantine) rites.

So while the Second Vatican Council did permit the liturgy to be translated into vernacular

languages, we are far from getting rid of Latin, even though in practice that is what happened

almost everywhere. The worldwide Church's failure to continue this tradition has contributed

to the atomization of liturgical life, and many parishes are now working to recover this aspect

of the liturgy reform.

Pax,

Jon Laird, Director of Music

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.



Sacred Music News - 6/9/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Last week I discussed current Church legislation regarding Latin in the liturgy. Today I talk

about how relying purely on translation can cause difficulties. Here’s where we are:

 I. A Catholic culture

 II. Unity across time and space

 III. Latin as an unchanging foundation

 IV. Church teaching & legislation regarding Latin

 V. Translation troubles

PART V: TRANSLATION TROUBLES

The  English  translations  of  the  liturgy  that  we  grew up  with  were  governed  by  a  1969

committee  document  titled  Comme  le  prévoit,  which  outlined  a  philosophy  of  translation

prioritizing the “message to be conveyed” over the actual translation of the words (7). While

this is a laudable goal, it established a nebulous translation process in which the translator

gets to decide the most significant meaning of the words. This had the effect of dumbing

down the full richness of the text. Just consider the difference between “And also with you”

compared with the much deeper “And with your spirit.”

The  current  English  translation,  which  has  been  in  use  since  Advent  2011,  constitutes  a

complete re-translation of the Latin based on a different approach mandated by Pope St. John

Paul II in his 2001 instruction Liturgiam Authenticam. This document required a much stricter

fidelity to the text. Consider the stark difference between these two translations which are

supposed to be from the same original Latin:

[1973] God our Father, / your Word became man and was born of the Virgin Mary. / May

we become more like Jesus Christ, / whom we acknowledge as our redeemer, God and

man.

[2011] O God, who willed that your Word / should take on the reality of human flesh / in

the womb of the Virgin Mary, / grant, we pray, / that we, who confess our Redeemer to be

God and man, / may merit to become partakers in his divine nature.

Stay tuned for  one  more  installment  on  Latin  in  the  form of  a  summary in  next  week’s

bulletin.
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Sacred Music News - 6/16/19
LATIN IN THE LITURGY

Over the past month and a half, I have used this bulletin column to discuss the significance of

Latin in the Catholic liturgy. If you missed any of it or want to review it, you can access the

whole series at this link: rebrand.ly/latinseries

WHERE TO NOW?

We have discussed how Latin is part of a larger Catholic culture and has the potential to serve

as a principle of unification across time and space. We saw how Latin can serve as a steady,

unchanging foundation for liturgical and theological language, especially when translations

come and go, and how the Church in its official documents promotes Latin.

But there is an obvious dilemma: most of us have little or no familiarity with Latin. So where

do we go from here?

1. Pray. Are you confronted by a Latin text at Mass that you do not comprehend? It does not

need to  be a  stumbling block.  Nothing prevents you from meditating on another text  or

theme that is relevant to the day’s liturgy, or even just adopting a general willingness to adopt

the sense of whatever is being sung or said.

2. Learn the most important prayers. Teach yourself basic prayers and the major parts of the

Mass (Gloria, Sanctus, Credo, etc.) in Latin. It’s ok if you don’t understand it word for word

yet—since you already know the prayers in English, that will come over time. You can find

the texts in the Ignatius Pew Missal or on many web sites such as preces-latinae.org.

3.  Embrace a Catholic culture. Listen to Gregorian chant, and learn most about the history

and customs of  the Catholic  Church.  A great  place to  start  is  Formed.org,  and especially

Bishop Barron’s series on Catholicism.

4.  Educate yourself. I will lead a seminar on church Latin during the month of July. Stay

tuned for an announcement about registration. You can also find Latin resources online or

through books such as  A Primer of Ecclesiastical Latin by John Collins, or  An Introduction to

Ecclesiastical Latin by H.P.V. Nunn.

Pax,
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RESOURCES
Sacrosanctum Concilium (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 1963)

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-

ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html

Latin is mentioned in sections 36 and 54.

TEXTS

Treasury of Latin Prayers

http://www.preces-latinae.org/index.htm

A host of Catholic prayers in Latin and English.

Socias, James. Handbook of Prayers. 7th ed. Woodbridge, IL: Midwest Theological Forum, 

2011.

https://www.amazon.com/Handbook-Prayers-James-Socias/dp/0879735791

An excellent, extremely comprehensive book with prayers—including the Mass—in both Latin and 

English on facing pages. Includes a section on basic Catholic doctrines, devotions to Mary and our 

Lord, meditations on the rosary and the stations of the Cross, prayers for the dead, and more.

LATIN RESOURCES

Collins, John F. A Primer of Ecclesiastical Latin. Washington: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 1988.

https://www.amazon.com/Primer-Ecclesiastical-Latin-John-Collins/dp/0813206677

Stelten, Leo F. Dictionary of Ecclesiastical Latin. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995.

https://www.amazon.com/Dictionary-Ecclesiastical-Latin-Leo-Stelten/dp/1565631315

Ecclesiastical Latin resources from Dr. Edward Peters

http://www.canonlaw.info/catholicissues_ecclatin.htm
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