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The book under review here contains a series of articles whose theology varies between the centre to fairly far over to the right.  Each represents a paper given at the now historic international conference at the Centre for Faith and Culture in Oxford in June, 1996, which led to the founding of a Liturgy Forum and the production of the “Oxford Declaration”.  This is printed at the rear of the book as an appendix.  Readers will look in vain for discussion of the central issues in liturgical theology today.


Eamon Duffy presents a fair and scholarly examination of the process of translation in his chapter Rewriting the Liturgy: The Theological Implications of Translation. This eminent scholar provides a thoughtful piece on the process of translation of the Roman Missal.  He begins by using Jungmann’s argument in justifying the assumption that the ancient prayers are the best models for the Church in every age.  They contain “the wisdom of the ages”, able to “equip the Church to confront all the challenges of modern times”. (p. 99)  In the meantime, we have the English Translation of 1973.  Duffy examines the translation and points out its strengths and weaknesses: a procedure with which few people can have any serious argument. Poetry was abandoned and replaced with bald clarity. Again and again, Duffy strikes home with his own finer rendering of a Latin text against which the 1973 version is found wanting.  He is generous in his remarks concerning the draft versions of many of the prayers that are still in preparation.  Justifiable criticism is made of the lack of poetry and inspiration in the older translations.  



M. Francis Mannion’s Paper, The Catholicity of the Liturgy: Shaping a New Agenda is a reworking (or a longer original) of the previously published article from America Magazine: “Agendas for Liturgical Reform” (November 30, 1996, vol. 175 nr. 17, pp. 9-16.)  There, as here, his conclusion is the same: what is needed is a “recatholicising of the Reform”.  The chapter presented here represents an advance on the article in America, since it enables Mannion to include detailed and instructive end notes which were not included in the other version.  It also enables him to show his reliance on the more recent writings of Avery Dulles SJ for his theological argument, in summary, that “the recatholicising agenda is primarily committed to a vital recreation of the ethos that has traditionally imbued Catholic liturgy at its best - an ethos of beauty, majesty, spiritual profundity and solemnity.” (P. 27)    This will be achieved, to begin with, by bringing a halt to the production of new ritual books and through a reawakening of the spiritual depth within the liturgy, through a return to phenomenology, the sacred, the numinous and so on. 


Christopher Zealley’s introduction gives a good example of the sorts of issues that are uppermost in the minds of some traditionalists who lament the use of the vernacular and the restoration to the assembly of their place around the table.  He describes the background to the conference in June 1996 in Oxford that caused the production of the papers presented in the book.  Long-standing dissatisfaction with the way in which the  novus ordo had been introduced seemed to coalesce at this meeting.  Music, language, use of altar-girls (mentioned four times in the introduction), reception of communion in the hand - all came in for severe criticism.  A way to the future was to be seen in the liturgical celebrations at the Oxford Oratory, with its nostalgic return to fiddleback and Gregorian chant  in which the conference members “clearly found inspiration” (p. 3) Mr. Zealley unfortunately loses any claim to balance early on by praising the efforts of the extreme right-wing group in the United States, Adoremus.



Marc-Daniel Kirby, O.Cist., in Sung Theology: The Liturgical Chant of the Church, makes the extraordinary claim that liturgical chant must be theologically of greater value than any other form of religious song partly because, in the former, “the composer of liturgical chant traditionally remains anonymous; liturgical chant is a window not into the soul of any one individual, but into the soul of the Church.” (131) This does not satisfactorily explain the power of more recent liturgical compositions which are being used very successfully in parishes.  For Kirby, chant is greatly to be preferred to hymns because in the former, much of the performance is through some form of dialogue: the scholae sing, you listen.  Is that participation?  He mis-applies Aidan Kavanagh’s description of the liturgy as “proletarian, communitarian and quotidian” to justify his claim that “authentic liturgical chant is a work of the people”. (p. 142)


Mark Drew, in The Spirit or the Letter?, states that the reformers must share the blame for what he sees as a liturgy devoid of mystery, poetry or adoration.  He criticises the new Lectionary for now offering us too much, the changes in the Calendar for showing too little respect for favourite local saints, and above all, the turning of the “celebrant” to face the congregation.  He also regrets the “spectacular climb-down” (p. 65) regarding communion in the hand and girl servers.  He appeals for a spirit of tolerance in future discussions of these matters.


Serge Keleher’s Chapter, What Happened to the Liturgical Movement? makes too much use of what are basically ad hominem arguments, and discussion of these seems unnecessary.


While impressed with both Duffy and Mannion, I was in the end dissatisfied with book, especially with the inability of most of the writers to examine their questions theologically or even with scholarly balance.  I was surprised to discover that Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger is “the leading voice in the contemporary liturgy movement” (p.154), that the aim of the liturgical movement is “to know, to live, and to spread the genuine orthodox Tradition of the Catholic Church” (p. 72), that Archbishop Bugnini “held to the philosophical view that man is made without God and does not need God” (p. 83).    To be used with caution.

