
A PPARENTLY, Britain and
America are not always two
countries separated by the
same language. 

Last year, Fr Michael Ryan of Seattle
Cathedral founded an online campaign to
delay the implementation of the new
English translation of the Mass and retain
the current one for fear of “driving people
away”, especially the young. The online
group is called ‘What if we just said wait?’
and has attracted more than 20,000 signa-
tories, the majority of whom are from
North America, but there are a sizeable
number from these shores.

Elsewhere, in Ireland, barely a week
goes by without the Association of
Catholic Priests, which represents fewer
than ten per cent of the country’s clergy,
calling for the same thing. The
Association decried the translation’s
“exclusivist, sexist language” and Fr
Dermot Lane, president of Mater Dei
Institute of Education in Dublin, said: “If
this goes ahead, instead of drawing people
into the liturgy, it will in fact draw people
out from the liturgy.”

In short, the warnings have been cata-
clysmic. Yet such hyperbole has produced
a great deal more heat than light.

Fr Hugh Somerville-Knapman OSB of
Douai Abbey has been leading sessions in
various parishes and dioceses about the
introduction of the new missal, explaining
to laity and clergy what it will actually
involve. As he notes, “Much of the oppo-
sition to the revised missal seems little
better than scaremongering, employing
misrepresentation to make its case.”

“Far from an unyielding imposition by
faceless, non-anglophone ecclesiocrats in
Rome,” he says, “the revised Missal is the
product of a committee of scholars and
pastors from English-speaking countries
who have spent years trying to balance
style with accuracy. All 11 anglophone
bishops’ conferences have debated the
changes and approved the revised missal. 

“The missal has the approval of the
Pope and the college of bishops.
Ultimately it is the Pope, and the bishops
in union with him, who regulates our wor-
ship, not independent liturgical scholars or
self-appointed critics.”

Fr Allen Morris, a priest of the Arch -
diocese of Westminster who previously
acted as secretary to the Liturgy Office for
the Bishops’ Conference of England and
Wales, draws attention to the other main
complaint: that nobody has been consulted.

“In our contemporary society we put a
very high value on consultation and the
like,” he says. “Often people complain that
‘we have not been consulted on the new
translation’. Quite what form a consulta-
tion with each and every Catholic might
take, I cannot imagine. 

“But in fact very many people have had
the opportunity to pass comment on the
new translations, either because they were

directly consulted (for example clerical
and lay members of diocesan liturgy com-
mission) or because they sought to make
their views known to their bishop or in the
Church more broadly. 

“At the end of the day, the responsibili-
ty for decisions regarding the new transla-
tion lies with the bishops, and with the
Holy See.”

The claim that people will be ostracized
by the new translation also appears some-
thing of a misnomer. Notably, since
Vatican II, Mass attendance in the diocese
of the petition’s founder, Fr Ryan, has
declined from 265,000 to 60,000. Bearing
in mind these figures, it seems a little
unconvincing to cite fear of driving people
away as a motivation for maintaining the
current translation. It also smacks of
despair and antiquarianism, its advocates
wanting to stay as they are, protecting
their few remaining numbers.

As for alienating young people, Fr
Somerville-Knapman has spotted quite the
opposite trend: “Many of those whom
might be described as progressives see in
the language of the revised missal of 2010,
an attempt to re-introduce what they label a
pre-Vatican II mentality, and the pre-concil-
iar Church is for many of them something
of a bogeyman. 

“They seem unwilling to acknowledge
the fact that the language of the current
translation has enshrined much of the
passing secular spirit of the 1960s. It is
language that does not speak to the emerg-
ing generation of Catholics who have
recognised what is enduring in Christian -
ity: human sinfulness and weakness, and
our consequent need for forgiveness and
grace from Christ crucified and risen. 

“They recognise too that liturgy, espe-
cially the Mass, is not about us, but about
God, our need for Him, and our saving
duty to worship him in spirit and in truth.
This can be seen clearly enough in the
numbers of youth and young people drawn
to the Pope wherever he visits, and in their
attraction to traditional forms of prayer
and worship practised.”

Tradition isn’t driving young people
away from the Church – it’s attracting them.

What is apparent is how concerns about
the new missal have been latched onto by
other ‘pressure’ groups. For example,
some signatories are not merely saying
‘wait’ but are calling for outright rejection
of the new translation. 

An associated campaign has been estab-
lished under the moniker of ‘Stand up for
Vatican II’, which in reality operates as a
dissent group, many of its signatories call-
ing, for example, for women priests.
Notably, the group has strong links with
Catholics for a Changing Church. It’s not
so much ‘stand up for Vatican II’ as ignore
it completely and openly reject many of
the Church’s teachings.

When asked about the necessity for a
new missal, Fr Morris points to the histor-
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TALKING POINT With the new English translation of the Roman Missal set to be introduced in parishes later this year, James Kelly discusses the 
controversy that surrounds it, the reasons behind its implementation, and why people should take the time to listen to the changes

Newly translated missal
ready to face the critics

More than words – The new English translation of the third edition of the Roman Missal. Announced by Pope John Paul in 2000 and first published in Latin 
in 2002, the missal underwent a lengthy translation process and received final approval by the Vatican for use beginning Advent 2011

CINEMA SCOPE John Mulderig

T HOUGH hardly a cine-
matic landmark, writer-
director Steve Gordon’s

1981 comedy Arthur was one of
that year’s most popular films and
garnered two Academy Awards:
one for John Gielgud as best sup-
porting actor, the other for the
pleasant – if somewhat bland –
Arthur’s Theme (Best That You
Can Do), as best original song. 

Flash-forward 30 years and
director Jason Winer’s eponymous
remake (Warner Bros, 12A) just
about matches that modest legacy,
presenting – as did the original – a
mixed bag of both moral and aes-
thetic qualities. 

Russell Brand takes Dudley
Moore’s place in the title role. As
the utterly frivolous, merrily alco-
holic heir to a billion-dollar cor-
porate fortune, Arthur lurches
from one headline-worthy mishap
to another, aided and abetted by
his chauffer Bitterman (Luis
Guzmán). 

Exasperated by such antics, his
mother Vivienne (Geraldine
James) threatens to disinherit
Arthur unless he agrees to marry
Susan (Jennifer Garner), a domi-
neering executive in the higher
reaches of the family’s conglom-
erate who plans to curb his way-
ward lifestyle. 

A chance encounter with
Naomi (Greta Gerwig), a work-
ing-class New York City tour
guide, however, leaves Arthur,
heretofore a heedless playboy,
smitten and forced to choose
between luxury and love. 

Observing her charge’s adven-

Remake is mixed bag
with moral problems

Star quality – Helen Mirren and Russell Brand in Arthur, Mirren provides most of the fitful laughs 

ical reality that the current translation of
the 1970s was only meant for temporary
usage: it is just that the work of producing
a ‘new’ translation has lasted for 40 years. 

H e notes that: “The present transla-
tion has some lovely phrases and
cadences, and has been the vehi-

cle by which many of us have come to
know and love the Mass.”

“However,” he continues, “the present
translation also has its weaknesses. It is
sometimes more of a paraphrase than a
translation. It obscures the biblical origins
of many of the prayers, and similarly the
patristic influences on the texts are less
than clear, in many cases. 

“One way of putting this is to say that
what is explicit in the Latin is only implic-
it in the current translation. And this …
means that much of the richness of the
texts of the Mass is not accessible to us.”

Fr Somerville-Knapman also draws
attention to the issue of the current trans-

lation “not really being a translation of the
original Latin at all, but rather a para-
phrase of it. Thus some elements in the
original prayers were omitted, the clarity
of meaning sometimes obscured”.

“After all,” he continues, “in worship we
are not speaking to each other; we are, in
the person of Jesus whose body is the
Church, addressing the Most High God.

“In effect, the English-speaking Church
has not been using the same prayers as the
rest of the Church these last 40-odd years.
This raises serious issues regarding the
unity of the Church, and its communion in
prayer and worship. 

“If we are now to worship largely in our
mother tongue rather than in the single
language of Latin, then this variety in lan-
guage requires even more urgently that the
content of the prayers of the missal be sub-
stantially the same in every translation if
we are truly to be united with the rest of
the Church at worship both in substance
and in form.”

Undoubtedly, change is never an easy
experience but, perhaps, the introduction
of the new missal is best seen as an oppor-
tunity, as Fr Morris says, “Make the most
of the opportunity to learn afresh about the
Mass and what it is and how we are called
to pray it. Pope Benedict at the end of his
recent visit to the UK urged us not to miss
the opportunity for a new catechesis on the
Mass and the Eucharist.”

Fr Somerville-Knapman points to this
as an ideal opportunity for increased cate-
chesis and formation, commenting that
“Many parishes will be offering seminars
and days of recollection on the revised
missal. Rather than curse the darkness,
concerned Catholics might instead light a
candle by attending some of these. When
they hear the changes properly and accu-
rately explained to them they will usually
find most of their fears allayed.”

As he concludes: “For all of us it
requires great humility of heart. If we have
prejudices and preconceptions we might

do well to lay them aside and listen. 
“The revised missal is not perfect, and

no translation ever will be, especially in
English, a language so politicised and so
rapidly evolving. Yet it is a far better trans-
lation than the current one: it is more
accurate, unites us more closely with the
rest of the Church … and more clearly
reveals our relationship of dependence on
the God whom we gather to worship.”

Surely all Catholics want something
accurate, that is faithful to the Mass as it
has existed through the ages? Obviously
catechesis will be needed but it was the
sense of tradition and an unbroken histor-
ical reality that appealed to such great
converts as Cardinal Newman and Mgr
Ronald Knox. The latter argued that theol-
ogy must “be a complete body of dogma
… not a series of attractive propositions,
attuned to the outlook and temper of a par-
ticular age.” It should be the search for
truth, not the search for what is acceptable
to the modern mind.

tures, through it all, is Helen
Mirren as Hobson, the man-boy’s
affectionate but not uncritical
British nanny – the distaff coun-
terpart to Gielgud’s tart-tongued
butler in the original. 

As Gielgud did before her,
Mirren provides most of the fitful
laughs on offer by delivering a
sophisticated running commen-
tary on Arthur’s inexhaustible
childishness. In some ways, both
versions of this relationship recall
the dynamic between comic novel-

ist PG Wodehouse’s delightfully
dim man-about-town Bertie
Wooster and Bertie’s supremely
urbane ‘gentleman’s gentleman’,
Jeeves.

Peter Baynham’s script intermit-
tently touches on the limits of
materialism, especially as plot
developments leave Arthur feeling
increasingly isolated and no
longer distracted by the partying
and toys that once cheered him. 

At one point, in fact, Arthur 
re-enacts – albeit comically – a

pivotal incident in the life of St
Francis of Assisi by divesting him-
self of the formal, upper-class
clothing that symbolizes both his
ultimately unsatisfying wealth and
his exalted but restrictive social
status. 

Yet the movie gives a pass to
Arthur’s promiscuity and tends to
trivialize his problem drinking;
early scenes of which, indeed,
serve as unabashed product place-
ment for Maker’s Mark, a pricey
brand of Kentucky bourbon.


