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To whom is the priest speaking during the Eucharistic Prayer of the Mass? To the congregation? No. Certainly not. “It would be a grave error to imagine that the principal orientation of the sacrificial action is [toward] the community.” (Cardinal Medina Estévez, Prefect, Congregation for Divine Worship, 2000).


No, from the Offertory onwards, the priest at Mass is addressing God the Father directly, through Christ, in the Holy Spirit, and on behalf of the people. He is praying. If one is praying to God, does it help to be looking out over two hundred people?  “When two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of you,” promised Jesus. In one sense, the Lord is present in the heart of the community.

Yet we may enquire - Does it deepen the celebrant’s devotion to be distracted by someone moving around at the back? Or wondering why someone has just walked out?  Did I say something during the homily to upset them? Are they going to the toilet, or are they feeling ill? Will someone phone the ambulance, or ought I to leave the altar and get the oils to anoint them? Does the sight of children playing with toys or fidgeting around, despite their parents’ valiant efforts, help the priest to concentrate on offering prayer to Almighty God? 


In the traditional Latin Mass, the priest faced east. In the Byzantine and ancient eastern rites he still does. After 1965, in the Latin west, we were given the impression that the priest must turn to face the people. High altars were torn down and replaced, often with wooden communion tables. 

Of course the new form of the Mass was designed to engage the celebrant and the faithful in a social community meal, an anamnesis of the Last Supper. Now everyone speaks in the vernacular, uniting priest and people. We sing hymns and ditties with easy tunes and familiar lyrics. 


Before Vatican II  the faithful attended Mass almost in personal isolation. Each worshipper followed in his missal or conducted his own private devotions. The priest mumbled in a dead language with his back to the people, intoning strange medieval chants and creating the mood of an esoteric rite. 


The case for the new Mass, then, came down to this: it made the faithful more at home in the house of God.


The turning of the altars, surprisingly, was never mandated by Vatican II. It was imposed rather by the liturgical fashion of the sixties and seventies, frequently infused with a streak of Cranmerian hatred for all that was old and venerable. 


To prove that Vatican II did not require this innovation, here is a response dated 2001, from the Vatican's Congregation for Divine Worship. They were asked whether priests could still use the ad orientem (eastwards facing) posture in celebrating Mass. The Congregation replied that both postures, ad orientem and versus populum (facing the people) “are in accord with liturgical law; both are to be considered correct.” In fact, the Congregation added, “there is no preference expressed in the liturgical legislation for either position.”  


The rubrics of the Roman Missal, and the liturgical directions in the General Instruction, read carefully, allow for either mode of celebrating the revised Mass. Facing east is not forbidden, nor is it inferior to his facing west towards the people. 

Nevertheless, for the first time in two millennia, in the 1970’s the new ad populum orientation became quasi-compulsory in many dioceses, for any priest who did not wish to be regarded by his confreres as a liturgical dinosaur. Peer group pressure had more effect than rubrics.

However, this revolution placed extra temptations and burdens in the celebrant’s path. Think of the other situations in which one man faces a large group of people: a classroom lecture, a musical concert, a TV chat show, a product demonstration, an after-dinner speech. The speaker or soloist becomes the focal point of attention: he stands in the spotlight. 


A priest might be tempted to play the part of compère, rather than that of sacrificing priest addressing the Almighty. It became more difficult for him to concentrate without distraction upon the holiness of the rite. 

Indeed, perhaps many parishioners were content to regard the priest as a kind of spiritual bartender or friendly “mine host” who jovially faced them and served them spiritual food and drink. Some began to judge the priest for his qualities as entertainer, rather than as man of God. They forgot that the priest’s personality should be almost effaced during the Mass, for he represents not himself, but Christ. He acts not for himself, but for humanity in its relationship to God.  

Since the very beginnings, the traditional direction of Christian prayer had been eastwards – to where the sun rises, the direction from which Christ will return. In modern Christianity we have largely lost this geographical sense of orientation. Nevertheless it explains why all older Christian churches were erected on an east-west axis, with the altar at the east end. 


"Despite all the variations in practice that have taken place far into the second

millennium, one thing has remained clear for the whole of Christendom: praying toward the east is a tradition that goes back to the beginning. Moreover, it is a fundamental

expression of the Christian synthesis of cosmos and history, of being rooted in the once-for-all events of salvation history while going out to meet the Lord who is to come again" (Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, p. 75).


The ancient pattern was that the priest faced the people during the Scripture readings and during the Homily, when he was speaking to them. During the Eucharistic prayer he turned to face east, the ancient direction of Christian prayer.


This is too often interpreted as “turning his back on the people,” but it is harmful and wrong to view it in this way. It is rather that the priest, in solidarity with the congregation, together both turn east in the traditional direction of Christian prayer, to face Christ our God.


This arrangement more clearly highlights the fact that the priest is not speaking to the people. The people are not talking to the priest. Both are united in adoration of the one eternal God. Both are oriented towards the transcendent Deity beyond them, in expectation of the return of the risen Christ who shall come in glory to restore all things.  The eucharistic feast is in anticipation of the messianic banquet at the consummation of time.

This symbolism risks being entirely forgotten in the ad populum option for the Eucharistic Prayer.


"The turning of the priest toward the people has turned the community into a self-enclosed circle. In its outward form, it no longer opens out on what lies ahead and above, but is closed in on itself" (Ratzinger, op cit. p. 80).

We can end up, if we are not careful, with the parish community engaged in self-worship, reciprocal self-admiration, a self-affirmation society. We celebrate ourselves, and how wonderful we are. Defective catechesis and the whole trend of the me-society, demanding instant gratification, both encourage this tendency.


Since many candidates for the priesthood are by character reflective, slightly introvert, not given to grand gestures, one wonders if the “spiritual exposure” currently demanded in a priest’s celebration of the Liturgy versus populum is discouraging some young men from the priestly vocation, because they see it as too difficult. An individual priest’s defects are evident. His spirituality and attitude are too exposed to the public gaze. The God-focussed element, the most important, can disappear from view.

Yet to the chagrin of the elderly, many of the young now seem to be finding something in the old Mass, the Tridentine rite, which they do not find in our modern celebrations. 


The über-liberal, left-wing Tablet recently published a hatchet-job article against Fr Timothy Finigan of Blackfen in South London, who in their eyes committed the unforgiveable sin. He replaced a Novus Ordo Sunday morning Mass with the Extraordinary Form, as indeed he is quite entitled to do. His parishioners do have three other English new-rite Masses to attend if they prefer.


Hundreds of Catholic blogsites, many of them edited by young Catholics, rose up to condemn The Tablet for their unfair and prejudiced reporting, and their subsequent attempts to stifle free discussion. The young do not see things the way their elders do: they have no hang-ups about Latin.

We would be mistaken, may I dare to suggest, to think that we have now got the Mass right. As Pope Benedict XVI has long argued, we need a “reform of the reform.” 


Dietrich von Hildebrand asked: “Does the new Mass, more than the old, bestir the human spirit -- does it evoke a sense of eternity? Does it help raise our hearts from the concerns of everyday life -- from the purely natural aspects of the world- to Christ? Does it increase reverence, an appreciation of the sacred?”


It is reverence which allows God to speak to us. The ultimate grandeur of man is to be capax Dei, capable of receiving God.

We might be wise to learn from the older rite, the Extraordinary Form, and use it to deepen reverence in the new Mass. For indeed, “Do we better meet Christ by soaring up to Him, or by dragging Him down into our workaday world?”

