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With black chasuble and biretta, I recently celebrated a Requiem Mass in the Extraordinary Form, for the 91-year old wife of a 90-year old parishioner, who had specially requested it. 

It was my first experience of celebrating the EF (Tridentine Liturgy). It was challenging and it took a great deal of preparation.


In choir dress, I have attended a couple of Tridentine Masses – once at the Birmingham Oratory, once with the Premonstratensians at St Chad’s in Manchester. Both were sung Mozart or Haydn Masses with full choir. One could simply enjoy the sublime worship and glorious settings. 

One little detail sticks in my memory: during the Gloria from Mozart’s Waisenhausmesse (Orphanage Mass), we had been instructed to raise our birettas at every mention of the Holy Name of Jesus.  “Domine Fili unigenite, Jesus Christe, Domine Deus, Agnus Dei, Filius Patris.... Tu solus sanctus, Tu solus Dominus, Tu solus altissimus, Jesu Christe…..” Mozart repeats the phrases again and again, but in different order each time, so it is quite unpredictable when the Holy Name is going to come up. After we had doffed our birettas about fifteen times, most of us gave up. 


One imagines Mozart playing a sly practical joke on the well-fed Canons, governors of the orphanage for which he composed the Mass setting, to set them all at sixes and sevens doffing their birettas at the wrong moment, for the amusement of the children. 

To return to organizing a Tridentine Requiem here at St Joseph’s, Anderton: full High Mass was far too complicated. It would be a low Mass but fortunately, our choirmaster at St Mary’s, Jeff Thompson, loves plainchant, and is able to summon up a group of men singers at short notice. 


Eagerly they practiced the Introit, the Gradual (corresponding to the Psalm), the Tract (replacing the Alleluia in a Requiem), the Sequence - the Dies Irae, the Offertory and the Communion verse, in addition to the standard Kyrie-Sanctus-Agnus Dei. 


As the absolution is recited over the coffin, the choir sing the Libera me, Domine – “Free me O Lord in that terrifying day, when the heavens and the earth shall be moved.” Finally we would have the “In paradisum”  - “May the angels lead you into paradise.”  


Despite having long had a copy of the old Missal, but. It is difficult to learn the old Mass from a book. Liturgy is a living thing We learn by taking part in it, not by just reading it.

Fr Laurence Mayne, of St Oswald’s Coppull, generously gave time to take me through the Extraordinary Form in a couple of dry runs, togged up in black vestments. He also provided a black chalice veil.

Then there was the question of the altar servers. They had a key role in the old Mass, answering all the responses in Latin. The dialogue Mass, when the people took over those responses, dates from the mid-sixties. 


Jerome Critchley, who drafts our parish newsletter every week, bravely stepped in, brushed up his Thornleigh Latin, and we had several more practices. It was fifty years since he had served, but he acquitted himself excellently. 

For example, the bells are rung differently  in the EF – thrice at the consecration of the Host, thrice for the chalice. The first bell is when the priest genuflects, having uttered the words of consecration [this genuflection was eliminated in the new rite], the second at the elevation of the Host or chalice, then the third at the priest’s second genuflection.

The old rite (EF) is far more impersonal. There is no homily. Nor is there any choice of readings. The Epistle has to be 1 Thessalonians 4: “We want you to be quite certain, brothers, about those who have died”, while the Gospel is from John 11, part of Jesus’ conversation with Martha prior to the raising of Lazarus. 


Nor is there any eulogy. Now eulogies, as we all know to our cost, can get out of hand. 80% of them go well, so long as the orator is restricted to about five minutes’ maximum. With a wise speaker, they can be touching, informative and amusing. 


On the other hand, they become quite frankly embarrassing and cringe-making, when the speaker recounts irrelevant minutiae about the deceased’s personal life, no doubt memorable to their closest and dearest, but of negligible interest to the wider congregation. The tendency to canonize the departed can also be doctrinally misleading. 


We had one case where a relative chunnered on for over twenty minutes, by which time most of our lunchtime mass attenders had slipped away, the church had emptied apart from the family, and we missed our slot at the crematorium.  Which is why some priests say: “Oh, we don’t allow eulogies here.”

The final preparation involved days of photocopying and typing, to make sure that everyone had full Latin and English texts in front of them for every part of the Mass.

How did the funeral go? As the celebrant, I have to say, I don’t know. When you are concentrating on the prayers and the rubrics, you have no time to listen to the plainchant, never mind wonder what impression it is all making on the congregation. In any case, you only see them at the occasional “Dominus vobiscum.”

Basically, the priest reads his prayers quietly; the choir sing their plainchant; the people follow their texts and pray them. The priest’s part is largely either inaudible, or covered up by the choir’s singing. It is difficult to follow, when one isn’t used to it. But we all came together, played our parts, and it was a funeral which will stand out in our memories.

In the seventies and eighties, people grumbled about how clericalist the old Church was, but ironically the new Mass can become far more clericalist. Now the priest can advertise himself as the centre of attraction, the spiritual compère. “We go to Fr James’ Mass. He welcomes us all: Hi-de-hi campers!” and cracks good jokes.” In the old Mass, the priest was obscured, his face seldom visible. The rite was everything, the celebrant immaterial.   

Disregard for the rubrics now allows some priests to perpetrate liturgical abuse against their congregations, subjecting them to their own whims and caprices.  Remember: the rubrics are there to protect the congregation from the priest! Do the red, say the black. Enough!


Some parts of the EF felt bizarre: reading the Epistle and the Gospel in Latin facing the altar, instead of proclaiming them from the ambo, and praying the Pater Noster alone. Some reform was clearly needed, but not so radical or protestantizing.


I would have liked to give a homily, but Osmund, the husband, wanted me to keep strictly to the old form of Mass. We were praying for the soul of Helen, the deceased. We were offering sacrifice for her, and that was enough. 

On the positive side, the EF Offertory and Eucharistic Prayer are more heavyweight. The multiple signs of the cross, over the Host and Chalice, are not onerous, but they cultivate an attitude of reverence: There were about thirty, reduced to one in the new rite. It is easier now to become sloppy or casual. 

Nowadays the celebrant is provided with no prayer for blessing the incense as it is placed in the thurible. The EF blessing took the form: “May you be blessed by Him, in whose honour you will be burned.” I will use it in future, even if it does sound like something Queen Mary might have said to Thomas Cranmer.


The elimination of the vesting prayers, in the sacristy before Mass, has not increased reverence. The old prayers at the foot of the altar “Introibo ad altare Dei” reminded the celebrant of the solemn action he is about to undertake. The EF prayers of preparation for Holy Communion are longer. 


Celebrating the Extraordinary Form, even just once, has helped me to understand the new Mass better, and see where it could be improved. It has also made me wonder why, during six years in Roman seminary (1979-85), we were never taught, shown, permitted or encouraged to study or attend the old Liturgy. It was a prohibited zone. It was as if an iron curtain had fallen over the years before 1970, and if we showed any interest in the past, it would be a black mark against our chances of ordination. 

This attitude strikes me now as pathological. Something had gone seriously wrong with the Church. We had amputated the past, and started anew from 1970. There was meagre continuity with what had gone on before: instead a table-turning “reformation” despised and prohibited the past.


In doctrine, we need to interpret Vatican II in harmony with the preceding twenty General Councils. So too in liturgy, the new Missa Normativa needs to be celebrated in harmony with the older Missa Tridentina. The hermeneutic of continuity, as Fr Tim Finigan would say on his blogsite.

One wonders if Pope Benedict, in generously freeing up access to the Extraordinary Form, is hoping that it will help to foster reverence in the new rite, leading ultimately to a “reform of the reform.” A noble prospect to contemplate for this Feast of Corpus Christi.
