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Bold type:  “We beseech You, O Lord, always may Your grace both go before us and accompany us, and so present us continually eager for (or directed towards) good works.”  Close Bold type. 


This is a literal translation of the “Opening Prayer” at Mass this weekend: “Tua nos quaesumus, Domine, gratia semper et praeveniat et sequatur, ac bonis operas iugiter praestet esse intentos.”


In this prayer we note the attitude of humble supplication and reverence before God: “We beseech you, O Lord”.


The primary agent is the grace of God, “your grace”. Grace means the free, unmerited gift of God, His power and love. We beg that this grace may precede us, i.e. that it prepare our way, and have been already active in the situations which we are about to enter. Technically this is known as prevenient grace. We entreat that Divine grace may also accompany us and work with us as we involved in those situations (actual grace).


Our prayer for God’s grace highlights our total dependence upon Him. 


The second part of the prayer, connected to the first part by the Latin “ac”, adds an additional point. May God’s grace, always going before us and accompanying us, render us constantly eager and ready for performing good works. Grace does not stop at spiritual things: it bears fruit in works of charity.


At Mass this Sunday, however, following the current ICEL (International Committee on English in the Liturgy) 1973 “translation” of the Roman Missal, the priest is constrained to read the following:


Bold type: “Lord, our help and guide, make your love the foundation of our lives. May our love for you express itself in our eagerness to do good for others.” End bold type.


Is this really a translation of the Latin original, or merely an essay on a similar theme?  What differences are immediately noticeable?


Firstly the attitude of reverence is much diminished. The humble form, “We entreat you, O Lord” is reduced to simply “Lord.” 


Secondly, the word “grace,” which is the subject of the original prayer is entirely omitted in the ICEL “translation.” A “translation” which completely replaces the subject of a sentence with two totally different subjects (God Himself, and secondly “our love”) is a very peculiar type of translation.


Presumably the ICEL translators felt that “grace” is an incomprehensible or much misunderstood concept for many Catholics. They may have a point, but the answer is surely not to alter the prayer. It is to provide good catechesis which explains the meaning of words like “grace” as God’s sheer, unmerited, free gift to us. 

Unfortunately instead, they have hived the word “grace” off into cold storage, and deprived us of a catechetical opportunity.

The ICEL prayer first tells God to do something for us: “make your love the foundation of our lives.” The imperative can sound almost impudent. Then we express the aspiration that “our love” will do something for other people. The phrase “do good for others” omits the word “works, ” which reminds us that faith and works go together and that we are not saved by faith alone. It also intrudes the humanistic “for others” which is not present in the Latin.

Another disadvantage with replacing “grace” by “love” is that “love” is a highly ambiguous word in modern English. For many people love is equivalent to Elvis Presley’s “lurv,” a romantic and sexual attraction to someone. This more carnal “lurv” urgently needs to be distinguished from Christian love as “caritas” and “agape,” a self-sacrificing love which desires the good of the beloved.

Thirdly, compared to the literal translation, the ICEL variant removes our dependence upon God. In the Latin prayer God’s grace does everything: It goes before us, accompanies us, and offers us as fit for good works – an echo of a verse from St Paul, if I am not mistaken.

In contrast, the ICEL variant is more Pelagian: “may our love for you express itself in our eagerness to do good works for others.” Pelagianism was the fifth-century British heresy which held that a man could save himself by good works without the grace of Christ. 

Pelagianism replaces divine grace by human effort, and promotes a muscular Christianity where everything depends upon our own strength and exertion. It is a notion still widespread today in the way many English popularly equate Christianity with well-behaved respectability and good manners.

Granted, ICEL try to compensate for this change by addressing God as “our help and our guide.” However, neither of these terms express our complete dependence upon God in the way the Latin does. Instead we become the main agent, and God helps out and points the direction occasionally.

Fourthly, ICEL invented the phrase “make your love the foundation of our lives,” nowhere to be found in the original. Foundation is a static concept. Someone else lays the foundation and the builder then gets on himself with putting his house up. 

In contrast, the Latin version has a much more dynamic picture of God’s grace constantly being with us – it goes before us, it assists us, and it provokes and readies us to be constantly ready for and intent upon good works. 

Finally, ICEL split one Latin sentence into two parts, and thus destroyed the continuity and flow of ideas – although they had already altered the ideas anyway. For this reason our Mass prayers often seem staccato and almost peremptory towards God, instead of flowing with dignity and humility.

If this were only one isolated example of a poor translation, then one might be accused of carping. But it is not. Almost every Opening Prayer in the 1974 translation was similarly bowdlerised, and the Post-Communion Prayers mutilated often beyond recognition. 

The many complaints that the modern Mass has lost its pre-Vatican II sense of reverence, is partly connected to this poverty of the English “translations” we have suffered for the last thirty years.

Cardinal Estevez head of the Vatican Congregation for Divine Worship, has criticised ICEL for producing “a corpus of prayers that is relatively monotonous and impoverished with respect to the Latin,” language which “often lapses into sentimentality and emotionality.” He accuses the ICEL translations of obscuring the distinction between priest and people. 

Moreover, he writes, “there are important words translated either in an inadequate manner, or not at all: devotus, dignor, dignus, famulus, ineffabilis, maiestas, mens, mereor, novitas ​ vetustas, offero, pietas, placatus, propitius, supplices, and many others.”

Sardonically, he observed, “For patena, calix, etc., the translators avoid the use of specifically sacral terminology, and use words commonly employed in the vernacular for kitchenware.”

Cardinal Estevez’ criticisms of ICEL translations of the Mass texts are listed in his March 16th letter available on www.adoremus.org/CDW-ICELtrans.html
For these reasons the Congregation, with papal authority, has demanded a root and branch overhaul of ICEL. Since the Pope is Patriarch of the West, he has a special authority and jurisdiction over the Latin rite. It is ultimately his responsibility to make sure that English Mass texts are accurate.

Rome totally rejected ICEL’s 1997 version of the Rites of Ordination, commenting that it was so flawed and doctrinally distorted it wasn’t worth even trying to correct. A new start from scratch was necessary. 

ICEL’s latest revision of the 1974 Roman Missal (Sacramentary) was rejected, because they had corrected only about 40 of the 300 identified errors.

 Dr. Ken Larsen, an ex-priest from Auckland, New Zealand and one its two principal translators, admitted, "We seldom refer to God as Him or Father, and in general we avoid personal pronouns."  Another ICEL translator, Fr James Devereaux SJ, commented: "There are odd occasions where the word Pater occurs in Latin and sometimes you can't get around using the word Father.  But in general we have been very meticulous in keeping to the principle of inclusive language."

Many American bishops became weary of proposing corrections and improvements to translations, and being consistently ignored by ICEL bureaucrats.

Now at long last, Rome has heard the groans of the faithful, and a new light has dawned. The Vatican document Liturgiam Authenticam,” provides new rules to ensure more faithful translations.

Fr Bruce Harbert of Birmingham Archdiocese, a Latinist, has been appointed the new Executive Secretary of ICEL. He probably has a very difficult task ahead of him and deserves our earnest prayers, because he will no doubt be dealing with a bureaucracy which is very set in its ways, very feminist and inclusive-language oriented. 

He had himself roundly criticised ICEL. In a 1996 article in New Blackfriars, he wrote, "ICEL has become something of a tyranny, which individual bishops' conferences are in effect powerless to resist. ... ICEL is assuming the mantle of an English-speaking Congregation of Rites and preventing the process of inculturation which should be an important part of liturgical renewal." 

The poacher has been appointed gamekeeper. Fr Harbert will need to seek out numerous replacement translators, who are prepared to be faithful to the text rather than manipulating it to promote their own agenda. Let us pray that better times are coming, and that soon we may have an accurate, poetic and prayerful rendering of the third edition Roman Missal 2002.

