
Handing on what we have received

In 1 Cor chapters 11 and 15 St. Paul, indicating the ‘traditional character’ of the Christian faith, says that he 
‘handed on’ to his hearers the essentials of the Christian faith that he ‘received’ from the Lord – the Paschal 
Mystery and the Eucharist.

The Eucharist is our privileged participation in Christ’s Paschal Mystery.1 Through words, gestures, signs and 
symbols, we experience anew for our sakes and our salvation, that which has been handed on to us from 
the apostolic Church.

Catholicism – A Theological Tradition 

One way in which belief and tradition is handed on is through the Church’s explicit teaching, the magisterium. 
Another way is through the writings of theologians down through the ages.2

A chief characteristic of Catholicism is that it is a theological tradition –

The Church in every age is challenged to take Scripture and Divine Revelation3 and its two thousand year 
history of being a teaching Church and bring all of that to bear on the ever pressing issues of the day.

What we do again and again is to receive and hand on ‘what we have heard, what we have seen with our 
eyes’ (1Jn 1:1). It is our privilege to pass on this same faith in ever new ways, both in words and deeds.

The words of theologians and of the Church’s magisterium are very important in allowing us to appropriate 
and apply divine revelation given to us in the scriptures and proclaimed in the liturgy. The history of theology 
and the historical evolution of the liturgy evidence continuity and change.4

1 See the Support Sources document.
2 See the Support Sources document.
3 See the Support Sources document.
4 See the Support Sources document.
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Catholicism – A Liturgical Tradition

Liturgy is enacted theology – acts of theology filled with theological meanings. In and through the liturgy 
God acts among us through signs, symbols, words and actions.

Liturgy is an experience of God among us – particularly to save and redeem us.

Liturgy is ritual event that by its nature it is a structured, repeated, patterned way of praying to God.

Our understanding of the liturgy today is guided in large part by the Church’s liturgy itself and by magisterial 
documents, particularly Sacrosanctum Concilium, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy from the Second 
Vatican Council.

What the Council says about principles for understanding and appreciating the liturgy in general (nos. 1-14), 
the directives for the reform of the liturgy itself (nos. 21-40) and about the Eucharist in particular (nos.47-58) 
are especially important.

In every liturgical celebration, and particularly the Eucharist, the Church continually receives the Paschal 
Mystery of Christ and hands on the means to participate (literally ’to take part in’ or ‘to become one with’).5

The words, gestures, signs and symbols of the Eucharist matter for the sake of our participation in the faith 
and also to shape how we understand and comprehend our faith. Hence the importance of the classic 
adage ‘what we pray is what we believe’ – lex orandi, lex credendi.6 From the fourth century this phrase has 
been used to describe how Catholicism has tried to ensure that the words and rites we use in the liturgy 
are theologically accurate.

Words matter. They matter in human life. They matter in the liturgy. Using the correct words in the liturgy 
matters because they describe God, our relationship to God, our need for God and our confidence that God 
can grant us what we need.

The adage ‘lex orandi – lex credendi’ has been revived of late especially with regard to vernacular translations 
since Vatican II. We need to make sure that both the Latin texts of the reformed liturgy and vernacular 
translations are as accurate as possible.

Many liturgical prayers were originally written in Latin. Translating them from this classical language into 
the various vernacular languages has challenged and continues to challenge the Catholic Church.

By 1970 the Holy See’s Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship, in response to the mandate of the Second 
Vatican Council to revise the liturgical books of the Roman Rite, had issued first typical edition of the entire 
revised Roman Missal.

By 1973 the International Commission on English in the Liturgy (ICEL), having begun its work on translating 
the revised Latin liturgical books in the late 1960s, had completed its work on translating the first Latin 
edition of the Latin Missal. One can only applaud and marvel at the speed with which ICEL translated the 
revised liturgies. The work was guided by (as was the work of all the language groups) a document on 
liturgical translations entitled Come le prévoit, published in 1969. This document did not call for a strictly 
literal translation of texts but a functionally (sometimes called a dynamic equivalent) equivalent translation.
Thus, when reviewing the current version of The Roman Missal (Sacramentary) one should not critique it 
for its lack of a literal translation, simply because the document that guided translators did not insist on a 

5 See the Support Sources document.
6 See the Support Sources document.



Essay Summary: Theological Reflections on the Mass and The Roman Missal

3

literal rendering of the Latin text.

Not long after the publication of the Missal ICEL itself sought to revise the many additional Latin liturgical 
texts. By the mid 1980s ICEL had begun work on a new translation of the Latin liturgical books which sought 
to renew some inaccuracies. The version of the Missal sent to Rome in 1998 did not receive approval.

The revised Latin edition of the Missal was published in 2002 and contained many new Latin liturgical 
texts, including new Prayers over the people and complete Mass formularies for the Proper of Seasons, 
the Proper of Saints, the Commons, Ritual Masses, Masses for Various Needs and Intentions, and Votive 
Masses. These Latin prayers required translation and so the enormous task of retranslating the Latin Missal 
recommenced yet again.

One of the reasons why the 1998 Missal did not receive Rome’s approval was the judgement that the 
document outlining how to translate liturgical texts (Come le prévoit) was itself in need of revision.

The Vatican Congregation for Divine Worship subsequently published a more detailed document about 
translations in 2001 entitled Fifth Instruction for the Right Implementation of the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council. Liturgiam authenticam. ‘On the Use of the Vernacular Languages in the 
Publications of the Books of the Roman Liturgy‘. This clearly set out the basis for the translations of the third 
typical edition of the Roman Missal, whose Latin version was promulgated in 2000 and printed in 2002 (a 
second printing in 2008 contains some minor changes and additional liturgical texts).

Catholicism – A Sacramental Tradition

Customarily in Roman Catholicism we use the term Sacrament to refer to seven main channels of grace 
which we celebrate in the Church in order to experience and participate in the mystery of Christ’s salvation.7

St. Augustine stated that ‘a Sacrament is a sign of a sacred thing’. St Thomas Aquinas also employed this 
phrase. Peter Lombard wrote that sacraments ‘do’ something. He asserted that ‘Sacraments cause [grace] 
by signifying….’8

The so-called sacramental principle is that experience, especially in liturgy and Sacraments, whereby all of 
nature and human reality is ‘potentially or in fact the bearer of God’s presence and the instrument of God’s 
saving activity’. It is rooted in the nature of a Sacrament as such, i.e. a visible sign of the invisible presence 
and activity of God.

There is an ‘earthiness’ and ‘primalness’ in sacramental liturgy, whether we are using things that are ‘natural’ 
and native to the earth, or things which human beings have manufactured from the things of the earth.

For example in the Liturgy of the Hours at Morning and Evening Prayer we refer to the coming of the light 
of day. In Baptism the same elements that plants and humans need to sustain life is the same element that 
we use in the water bath of Baptism to signify our rebirth to a new life in Christ.

The bread and wine9 of the Eucharist are the very same elements that Jesus used at the Last Supper but unlike 
light/darkness and water – which are ‘natural’ signs used in worship, bread and wine are ‘manufactured’ 
signs, the work of human hands.

To probe the full meaning of the value of bread and wine we must recall the process by which things from 
this good earth came to be signs to be used in the Eucharist –for bread: planting, harvesting, milling grain 

7 See the Support Sources document.
8 See the Support Sources document.
9 See the Support Sources document.
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into wheat and baking; for wine: planting, harvesting, crushing grapes and fermenting.

This bread we then acclaim as the work of human hands which will become the bread of life. The paschal 
process of manufacturing bread and wine is very important because it results in the very means through 
which we take part in the Paschal Mystery of Christ.

Catholicism – A Catechetical and Mystagogical Tradition

Among the ways that the Catholic tradition has handed on the faith to ever new generations of believers 
are catechesis and mystagogy.10 More than the acquisition of knowledge, catechesis involves nourishing, 
developing and deepening faith.

Mystagogy means to ‘teach a doctrine, to instruct in the mysteries’. It is the final stage of the Rite of Christian 
Initiation of Adults, an undetermined period where the newly initiated deepen their appreciation of what 
occurred in and through water Baptism, Chrismation and Eucharist.

Themes from and about the Eucharist – An Example of Mystagogy

Given the fact that Catholicism is a theological, liturgical, sacramental, mystagogical and catechetical 
tradition (among other things) it is appropriate to describe nine themes that derive from the words and 
gestures, signs and symbols of the liturgy.

If what we pray is what we believe then what the liturgy itself says and does is important for our continual 
and deepening understanding and formation in the faith.

Church belonging and expression

The liturgy as an ecclesial event is articulated and presumed throughout the Constitution on the Liturgy 
(Sacrosanctum Concilium).11 ‘Liturgical services are not private functions, but are celebrations of the 
Church’.12

‘Liturgical services pertain to the whole body of the Church; they manifest it and have effects upon it’. 
Almost all the prayers of the Missal reflect the ecclesial reality that is the Eucharist because they are in the 
plural. Liturgy is always done in and among the Church. It is the prayer of the Church.

Actualisation of our Redemption

The Constitution on the Liturgy, no. 2, states that ‘it is through the liturgy, especially the divine Eucharistic 
Sacrifice, that the work of our redemption is exercised.13 What we ‘do’ in and through the Eucharist is to 
experience as fully and as intensely as we ever can in this life the salvation God accomplished through his 
Son Jesus Christ. What Christ accomplished was once for all. What the liturgy enacts is our being able to 
participate – ‘take part in’ – this once for all event here and now.

Paschal Liturgy: Making memory matters

All liturgy is paschal. It is always the commemoration – making memory together14 – of the past yet ever 
present and effective Death, Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus. To ‘make memory’ it to enter yet again 

10 See the Support Sources document.
11 See the Support Sources document.
12 See the Support Sources document.
13 See the Support Sources document.
14 See the Support Sources document.
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into the uniqueness of Christ’s Paschal Mystery so that his mystery and triumph can be our mystery and 
triumph. Every act of liturgy is the unique means for us to experience this Paschal Mystery here and now.

Manifold Presence of Christ

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (no. 7) refers to the various modes of Christ’s presence in the 
liturgy15:

Christ is present in the Sacrifice of the Mass….in the person of his minister…. in his Word…. especially 
under the Eucharistic species…. and when the Church prays and sings.

Sacrifice: Experienced uniquely in and through the Eucharist

That the Eucharist is a sacrifice16 has been a constant teaching and assertion of Catholicism. The Constitution 
on the Liturgy (no.47) asserts that ‘our Savior instituted the Eucharistic sacrifice of his Body and Blood. This 
he did in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross, throughout the ages until he should come again, 
and so to entrust to his beloved Spouse, the Church, the memorial of his death and resurrection’.

In and through the liturgy, the whole Church participates in the fullness of Christ’s perfect sacrifice. Liturgical 
communities are challenged to see that the offering of the Eucharistic Sacrifice should also be reflected in 
the offering of sacrifice outside of the Liturgy in the way we live our lives.

Participation in the Liturgy: To share in the mystery of God through human means

A constant refrain in the Constitution on the Liturgy (no.14) is that ‘full, conscious and active participation 
in liturgical celebrations which. is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy17 and to which the Christian 
people as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people” (1 Pet 2:9) have a right and 
obligation by reason of their baptism’.

Liturgy is more than words spoken and understood. The words and actions of the liturgy are to be engaged 
in, and that engagement should lead to participation in the life of God, in the living God here and now. 
The theological principle undergirding participation is the Incarnation – God came in human flesh so that 
we humans could become God (St. Augustine). The liturgy’s words, gestures, symbols and silence18 are the 
means for doing this.

Dialogical Nature of the Liturgy

Part of the ‘active participation’ which the liturgy presumes and which is to be fostered in every celebration 
of the Eucharist is the dialogue that takes place between and among ministers and God.19 What we do in 
and through the liturgy is done at God’s gracious invitation. Our privilege is to respond by participating 
both in the liturgy’s rites and in life itself.

The Liturgical Year

The liturgical year20 is not a biography of Jesus nor is it merely the recounting of his paschal triumph. 
Rather the celebration of the feasts and seasons of the liturgical year at the altar of the Eucharist is for our 
appropriation of these saving mysteries. The genius of the liturgical year is our progressive assimilation into 

15 See the Support Sources document.
16 See the Support Sources document.
17 See the Support Sources document.
18 See the Support Sources document.
19 See the Support Sources document.
20 See the Support Sources document.
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the Paschal Mystery of Christ.21

The Paschal Mystery as celebrated in the Eucharist is the means we have to deal with the fundamental 
mysteries of life, such as limitation, suffering and ultimately death. These fundamental questions provide 
the necessary context for considering the enactment of redemption that occurs in the liturgical year. The 
celebrations of feasts and seasons concern the impact on the present of redemptive time, both past and 
future.

Through the liturgical year’s feasts and seasons we experience the same paschal events from various 
aspects, e.g., Advent-Christmas-Epiphany, and Lent-Easter- Pentecost.22 

Eschatological Nature of all Liturgy

The Constitution on the Liturgy (no.8) states that ‘In the earthly liturgy, we take part in a foretaste of that 
heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy City of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, and 
where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God’.

While the liturgy is the centre of our faith and is our here-and-now experience of redemption in Christ, it is 
also and always a provisional experience until we see God face to face in the kingdom of heaven.23

Conclusion

One of the tasks facing translators of The Roman Missal was to make the translations as accurate as possible 
for the sake of fidelity, not simply to a Latin text but to those elements of the Catholic theological tradition 
enshrined in these texts.

If in fact what we pray is what we believe then these texts should be as correct as possible. Words matter. 
Prayer matters. The Roman Missal matters very much.24

It is a principal means for us to ‘hand on’ to generations yet unborn what we ourselves have ‘received’ from 
countless generations before us.

What a ministry! What a privilege! What a challenge!

21 See the Support Sources document.
22 See the Support Sources document.
23 See the Support Sources document.
24 See the Support Sources document.


