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It is wise for people who are concerned about the texts of Christian liturgical worship to return periodically to a consideration of what precisely it is that they are doing when they are worshipping and what the texts that are used in worship are designed to achieve. 

Liturgical language, in the Anglican and Catholic traditions especially, is meant to achieve three things:

1) to instruct;

2) to inspire, and

to enact or bring into being what it denotes (most obviously in 
Liturgical Principles and Prospects

Barry Spurr

An address to the NSW Prayer Book Society, St John’s Church, Darlinghurst, 1 May, 2010

It is wise for people who are concerned about the texts of Christian liturgical worship to return periodically to a consideration of what precisely it is that they are doing when they are worshipping and what the texts that are used in worship are designed to achieve. 

Liturgical language, in the Anglican and Catholic traditions especially, is meant to achieve three things:

3) to instruct;

4) to inspire, and

5) to enact or bring into being what it denotes (most obviously in sacramental liturgies).
The emphasis of the modern liturgical movement, at large, and the liturgical-language movement within it, as a consequence, and which has persisted from the 1960s, has been a concentration on the first and third of these principles, at the expense of the second. In other words, there has been a determination to ensure that liturgical language is comprehensible and didactic, and much attention has been paid to (and there has been a good deal of debate over) getting the theology of such as Eucharistic rites into forms that will be acceptable, theologically, to different interpretations of that central rite of the Christian Church. 

Further, in the pursuit of the didactic character of liturgical language, revisers and composers have been, and continue to be, obsessed with the principle that liturgy must be meaningful and relevant in order to instruct. Further, it must (ideally, at least) be easily comprehensible – preferably, immediately. So, in coming to regard the instructive element of liturgy as all-important, liturgical authors have also reached the point of wanting that instruction to be instantaneously available, through language (primarily, but also through ritual actions, however pared down). Indeed, it is probably not too much to say that this instructive aspect of liturgical language composition has become (with the necessity to get the theology right) the most important thing about it. 

This emphasis on instruction, bound up with the commitment to meaningfulness and relevance, and comprehensibility, had as its initial inspiration, I can remember, as I was a teenager when the alluringly-entitled Series I was introduced in the 1960s for the communion service, the determination to try and turn around the decline in church attendance which had set in, in Western societies such as Australia, during the early 1960s after the brief heyday of full churches in the conservative 1950s. It is probably too much to say that the desire to retain or claim the young was the only motivating force behind the liturgical movement, but it was undeniably a priority. Nearly 50 years on, I can still recall people saying, then, ‘we must make these changes if we’re going to appeal to young people in the future’. 

Of course, as we know, the liturgical movement has been a complete failure (although many in the Churches are in a state of what the psychologists call ‘denial’ about this fact). As liturgies became more and more iconoclastic, as the 60s and 70s passed, in the clergy’s increasingly desperate attempts to appeal to the young, the young concomitantly stayed away in droves and legions of faithful people, furthermore, were lost to worship because of the changes brought in to appeal to a mostly uninterested and absent constituency. (I will turn to this condescending, patronising and ignorant attitude of liturgists to young people, below). For a generation now, you have had the often absurd situation of attending liturgies, obviously once designed to appeal to youth – with puerile music, infantile language and casual ritual – and the entire congregation (and, of course, the presiding priest) consisting of the middle aged and elderly. 

Not long ago I went to a Sydney suburban parish Mass at which a friend in her 60s was being received into the Catholic Church and in the pew in front of me, sitting well apart, were a middle-aged man and an elderly man. When it came to the ‘Our Father’, the priest declared that all must hold hands. Gingerly, these two men – apparently strangers to one another – reluctantly and awkwardly held out the hand nearest to the other and held them embarrassedly and utterly pointlessly throughout the prayer – as if they had reverted to kindergarten. Fortunately, there was no-one else in my pew, so I was spared the nonsense.  Such stories of liturgical idiocy can be multiplied, as we all know, a million-fold. The theme of many of them is the infantilisation of liturgical worship. How anyone imagines that a reversion to nurseryland is going to make any sustained appeal to mature men and women beggars belief. I have even heard the most senior churchmen speak, in liturgical situations, in a kind of sing-song babytalk as if they are addressing pre-schoolers.

Not that the appeal to young people, through certain approaches to liturgy which are imagined to be in touch with today’s informality (for example) has failed universally. I read the other day of a recently-inducted ‘senior minister’ of a Sydney Anglican parish who said that his new church already had all he could desire: ‘no liturgy, no robes and plenty of young people’. Whether those young people, who have apparently been touched by the meaningful and relevant approach of ‘no liturgy, no robes’ will still be satisfied by this minimalist approach to Christian worship when they have matured is anyone’s guess. One assumes by ‘no liturgy’, he meant no set words or prayers of a liturgical kind. How this conforms to an Anglican idea of public worship is difficult to understand. Archbishop Robin Eames, Anglican Primate of All-Ireland, reflects pertinently:

When I have encountered scant regard for an established liturgy, I wondered if the clergy concerned should have been ordained in another denomination.

Now, it could reasonably be asked: what is wrong with seeing liturgy as an opportunity for instruction and education in the Christian faith and, indeed, why shouldn’t that be given priority? Furthermore, isn’t it important that liturgical language should be meaningful to members of the present generation and relevant to their concerns and, even, their ways of speech – especially for the young people who are the future of the Church? Surely we would not advocate a language of liturgy that was meaningless and irrelevant to daily concerns of worshippers! That would be wilful obscurantism and an obstacle to the Churches’ mission to speak to the people of today, especially, wherever possible, the unchurched, and to bring newcomers into fellowship. But how far are the Churches prepared to go in dumbing-down their liturgies to meet prospective congregants on some perceived lowest common denominator of understanding and experience? When I asked the present Anglican Archbishop of Sydney, when he was Principal of Moore College, why the College no longer used the Book of Common Prayer in worship (although it was studied as an historical document then – I’m not sure if it even has that precarious status now), he replied that there was no longer a place for the Prayer Book in living worship and that it would, furthermore, be an obstacle to the preaching of the Gospel, rather than an aid. There would now be many ministers in Sydney parishes, I imagine, who have never heard a liturgy according to the Book of Common Prayer and certainly would not conduct such a liturgy and would be committed to the idea of a language of worship that was as contemporary and as instructive, in the most literal sense of the term, as possible. With some modifications, much the same would be true of Anglo- and Roman Catholic clergy today, except in various places, around the world, counter-culturally committed to traditionalist forms of liturgy. Ironically, it is in those places where one frequently encounters congregations in which younger people are actually present and can even predominate.  In the Roman Church, seminaries and monastic communities in which the old Latin rite has been restored are the ones that are flourishing.

As a participant in liturgy and an observer of its decline, in terms of its power to inspire – both in language and ceremonial (not to mention music) – in both the Anglican and Roman Churches (which, with the Orthodox, are the great liturgical communions of Christendom), since the later 1950s, I had supposed, when the utter failure of the modernising approach became increasingly clear, as the generations have passed, that the Churches would have realised the error of this focus on instruction (literalistically interpreted) and reclaimed a sense of the necessity of a language of inspiration in worship (as in the classical forms of English liturgical prose in The Book of Common Prayer – the language used by the Orthodox, incidentally, in their translations of their ancient liturgies). But, to date, in spite of vigorous campaigns by such as the Prayer Book and the Latin Mass societies for the retention or recovery in the parishes of liturgical language which both instructed and inspired – and instructed through inspiring – this has failed to occur. 

The commission of the Catholic Church which is currently devoted to the revision of the language of liturgy is called Vox Clara, and is headed by Cardinal George Pell, Catholic Archbishop of Sydney. There is not one poet or (so far as I can tell, from perusing the list) one recognised master of language on this committee, which consists almost entirely of senior clerics. I have listened carefully to Cardinal Pell’s homilies and read his various pronouncements, over the years, and while his faith and orthodoxy are, no doubt, impeccable, there is little indication in these utterances that he is a man appreciative of the music of the spoken word. His natural idiom appears to be journalistic, as in his regular column in the Sunday Telegraph. The same may be said of Archbishop Jensen: one is never struck in either cleric’s pronouncements by an elegant turn of phrase or a memorable locution: by the poetry, in other words, of the spoken word. They are, as it were, tone deaf to the music of language. Yet they make very important rulings here and, in Cardinal Pell’s case, globally, about what is and is not suitable in liturgical language. Why, one might ask, would such a person as Cardinal Pell, with this apparent linguistic disqualification, be made the chairman of Vox Clara? The answer is not far to seek and takes us back to our first point. Cardinal Pell is there not because of any qualifications he may have as a wordsmith (he has none, to my knowledge), but because of his theological rectitude. This is further, powerful proof that the modern Church places exclusive emphasis on the instructional element of liturgical language – getting the theology right - while ignoring the need to make its expression inspiring (which requires writers of rare linguistic inspiration – like Thomas Cranmer). Aesthetic and inspirational concerns are simply of no account in modern liturgical composition, as the prosaic texts prove. Indeed, they are regarded with suspicion.

The name of this committee, Vox Clara, speaks volumes, in referring to speaking with a ‘clear voice’ in liturgy. Apart from the fact that that begs several crucial questions (questions which, I suspect, never even occur to people who belong to such liturgical committees) – just what does speaking clearly mean, in the liturgical situation, and by reference to what standards is clarity to be measured? – the phrase (amusingly, in Latin) indicates a commitment, above all else, to making things clear in liturgical language. It is a commitment to instruction. It prioritises didacticism.

So, with reference to liturgical principles, how do we respond to the kinds of approaches to liturgy which the two archbishops of Sydney, for example, in their different ways and different domains are nonetheless very similarly advocating? The matter turns on what you mean by instruction, in the context of the liturgy and also on the perception that liturgical writers and members of liturgical commissions have about what young people in particular are seeking spiritually and what their capacities (in that broad context) might be – intellectually, aesthetically, linguistically. To argue that the purpose of the liturgy is to teach and that by teaching you mean that all should be immediately comprehensible and capable of being reduced to a series of statements in contemporary, accessible language, is to argue for something that it is not only impossible to attain in any worthy sense (for several reasons), or in any abiding sense, as the principle implies a constant re-writing of liturgies to keep up (or down) with the progressive decay of the language. It reduces the complexity, subtlety and poetry of belief to a banality that, in practice (as opposed to the generalisations of theory) is regularly infantile, even simplistic, compromising (often fatally so) the very teaching it affects to be facilitating.

A phrase that used to be used to describe the liturgy and which is to be found in The Book of Common Prayer is the ‘holy mysteries’. A phrase that is still used during the Canon of the Mass is ‘mysterium fidei’ – ‘the mystery of faith’. Faith is mysterious, at its very heart. It is not only not patient, ultimately, of rational explanation, but attempts to pin it down to linguistic formulae, to contain and constrict it within structures of language and – most damagingly of all – to try and reduce it to the vernacular language of modern cultures where linguistic precision is more at a discount than it has ever been, banality of utterance is usual and a deafness to subtlety, resonance and multi-layered meaning is pervasive, is the root cause of the wrong-headed and failed project of modern liturgical language revision. There is an instructive element to liturgy, to be sure, but it is instruction that proceeds on several levels and through a worshipping lifetime - subliminally, as importantly as consciously.  Language that provides a quick fix, in this respect, if one may put it crudely – but we are talking about crudity of thought and expression here - not only diminishes the mystery of faith but fails to provide the richness of complex meaning and nuanced spirituality without which the experience of belief is immature, uninformed, superficial, even worthless.

In literary criticism, we often refer to Aristotle’s concept of μίμησις – which is Greek for ‘imitation’. It means that the language chosen by a poet imitates the experience it describes. Its quality and character represent the ideas or emotions to which it refers. It embodies or enacts experience; it does not merely name it, or refer to it, or paraphrase, or discuss it. This is a very important linguistic distinction. It is one of the differences between poetry (and poetic prose) and prose in general. In the liturgical writing of a master of the language of liturgy, such as Thomas Cranmer – who had the advantage, also, of composing in the golden age of the literary use of the English language (the age of Shakespeare and Ben Jonson and, later, Milton) - we see the mimesis of mystery. One of the great misconceptions, still ignorantly advanced by defenders of liturgical language reform, is embodied in the argument that as Cranmer wrote in a language ‘understanded of the people’ (as the twenty-fourth Article of Religion puts it), so we have, as it were, his warrant to go and do likewise and write liturgy in the debased, imprecise, prosaic language of our people. The phrase ‘understanded of the people’ (as I have been pointing out for forty years, but, to date, it has failed to sink in anywhere) simply meant ‘in English’. It did not mean, could not remotely have meant, immediately – or even ever totally – comprehended by the people. The vast majority of ‘the people’, in Cranmer’s society were illiterate (and his was a decidedly undemocratic age). For them, the numinous poetry of his liturgical writing was as incomprehensible – literally speaking – as the Latin it replaced and which, in so many ways (of vocabulary and cadence) it recalls. The idea that, at the Reformation, ordinary men and women in the pews suddenly came into a full knowledge of the truths of the faith, after the impenetrable darkness of the Latin liturgy, at the moment when Cranmer’s prose was imposed upon them is utter, unhistorical nonsense. The distinguished Cambridge ecclesiastical historian, Professor Eamon Duffy, has recently argued they were worse off, in terms of understanding, instruction or Cardinal Pell’s cherished clarity, because the wall paintings of Christian stories had been removed by the reformers, the ceremonies and folk customs banished, through which they learnt the faith, from cradle to grave, and all they were left with was a beautiful but learned and mysterious poetic English language of liturgy. I am not saying, as Eamon Duffy argues, that they were disadvantaged by the Englishing of the liturgy (and all that went with that), but the utter difference of their new liturgical experience in the later sixteenth century was not a matter of moving from incomprehensibility to vox clara but from one form of mystery (to a large extent visual) to another (primarily verbal). It wasn’t until the later nineteenth century, when universal literacy was slowly coming into being that it can be reasonably argued that a majority of people in the pews were able to read the Prayer Book and understand a measure of what was being said (and the same applied to the Bible). I like to recall Justice Michael Kirby, who was, as we can imagine, a precocious and bookish-enough child, telling me that in his early church-going days at St Andrew’s, Summer Hill, when the prayer addressed to the Lord as the author of peace and lover of concord was read, the boy assumed, with pleasure, that this was a reference to the Sydney suburb in which he lived – Concord – and he was edified to know that the Lord had a special place for it in His heart. Bertrand Russell, another acutely intelligent youngster, tells us that he was puzzled by the reference to the ‘sundry places’ in which, the Prayer Book tells us, Scripture moveth us, misreading it as ‘sun dry places’, imagining (delightfully, in the wet English weather) a sunny, dry domain. And those are some of the simpler words in the Prayer Book and these are men of extraordinary verbal intelligence. So much for a language understanded of the people, in the way that phrase is customarily, stupidly misrepresented!

In my book, The Word in the Desert, in the chapter devoted to ‘The Language of Liturgy’, I examine the characteristics of classical liturgical language, whether in Latin or as we find it in Cranmer’s prose, and the ways in which and the reasons why modern liturgical language falls short, in comparison, so I won’t engage in that exercise again here. More positively, I want to reflect on two aspects of the situation in which the modern Church finds itself, in so-called advanced Western societies such as Australia, today, and how, given these circumstances and prospects, a radical re-thinking of what is done and said liturgically needs to be undertaken if there is to be any hope of turning around 50 years of liturgical iconoclasm. The difficulty is almost overwhelming to contemplate. I well remember Dr John Bunyan observing, some years ago, with reference to liturgical change, that it was much easier to destroy a culture than to build one up (how often has history shown this to be true!) and the destruction of our liturgical culture – as of so much else in Western Christendom – is all but complete.

My two reflections in relation to the prospects for the liturgy in the twenty-first century are on inter-related matters. The first matter is being much and, encouragingly, increasingly discussed and critiqued nowadays. It is the matter of the seriously damaging effects on people’s minds, emotions, social and personal relationships, and – most profoundly - spiritual lives of the endlessly busy, constantly noisy, vacuously chattering, perpetually moving, unignorably intrusive, soul-destroying culture in which we struggle to live and move and have our being. We exist – one could hardly say ‘live’ (as it is a travesty of human life) – in a society (it is not fit to be called a civilisation) in which everything is calculated to prevent the nurturing of a true Christian spirituality (or spirituality of any kind, for that matter). If there is one verse in Scripture that could be seen to be the very seminal text of all liturgical worship it is that telling imperative in the psalms: ‘Be still, and know that I am God’ (46, 10). Archbishop Eames, again, preaching in St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast, in June 2004, commented:

Contemporary life has largely lost the ability to be still. Silence confronts us with an urgency to fill that moment with activity. Silence can make us feel awkward. Yet the ‘inaction’ of stillness, the silence of reflection, can be the touchstone of the presence and the prompting of God. There is surely no greater task for Christianity than to prompt society to recognize that it must find space for the spiritual. 

It is a teaching, I believe, of which modern liturgical soi-disant experts are not only ignorant but terrified. In their endless zeal for instruction, for something to be being said and for something to be done, for something to be taught and learned, at however prosaic and ephemeral a level, and for everybody to be active at every possible time – especially when they have a captive audience, as it were, during a church service - they reveal their fear of silence and stillness (and, indeed, even of solitude, which the genuine worshipper experiences, although in the midst of community, alone with God). Without silence and stillness the life of prayer cannot even begin, as any of its multitude of masters, down the centuries, will tell you – beginning with the Psalmist himself.  One feels like saying to these liturgical busy bodies: ‘Don’t just do something, stand there!’

One of the most banal but dreadful ways in which this culture of destruction of liturgical life is now plainly seen is in the demeanour of congregations before worship. When I was growing up, you entered a church, a holy place, with the foreknowledge that, in phrases of Cardinal Newman (one who was not tone deaf to the music of language), the busy world would be hushed and the fever of life if not over, at least left behind for a time, for what the Prayer Book calls ‘the amendment of life, and the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit’. That sacred space (in time and place) was silent, and the custom, whether in Anglican or Catholic churches, was, once your seat or pew had been reached, to kneel and pray. You had entered the house of God and the gate of heaven and you behaved accordingly, preparing yourself to talk to God and (in Simone Weil’s phrase) to wait on God, to listen to Him. 

I was at a packed ordination Mass in St Mary’s Cathedral about a year ago. There was so much noise and movement before the liturgy began, that people were actually shouting to make themselves heard over the hubbub, and standing up and waving, the wretched mobile phones clapped to their ears, in the surging melee – some even taking snapshots with the device held aloft. So far from the gate of Heaven, it was like a vision of Hell. I did not see one person kneeling in prayer, which would have been impossible in any case, as the mounting noise and bustle assaulted even the most recollected mind. I often hear Christians of musical bent saying that the atmosphere at the Opera House during a performance of one of the great sacred works is far more reverent than anything they ever experience in their local church. And the music, of course, would be infinitely better than in all but a handful of ecclesiastical places in Australia.

Sara Maitland writes in her recent book on solitude and the difficulty of finding a space for the sacred in modern life:

In the Middle Ages Christian scholastics argued that the devil’s basic strategy was to bring human beings to a point where they are never alone with their God…. The mobile phone, then, seems to me to represent a major breakthrough for the powers of hell.

The devil in C.S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters writes:

Music and silence – how I detest them both!.... no square inch of infernal space and no moment of infernal time has been surrendered to either of those abominable forces, but all has been occupied with Noise – Noise, the grand dynamism, the audible expression of all that is exultant, ruthless and virile…. We will make the whole universe a noise in the end…. The melodies and silences of Heaven will be shouted down in the end.

And Lewis’s devil’s prophecy has come true today inside the churches themselves.

What is the explanation for this evacuation of sacred stillness, silence and reverence from, of all places, churches? It is the same as (and, indeed, is a consequence of) the demystifying of the liturgy, and liturgical language in particular, as it now takes place in those spaces. It is the disinclination from the transcendent and the triumphant intrusion of the here-and-now. The liturgical experts and consultants who have held sway in the Churches for half a century are terrified of anything that is unworldly or otherworldly, on the belief that anything of that kind in language or ceremony will be off-putting to worshippers (many of whom, one assumes, come to church seeking the very experience they are being denied). This fear derives from a focus on the unchurched and the young who, the experts simplistically assume, are so rooted and grounded in the here and now that they are incapable of imagining or even aspiring to imagine any other dimension of existence. So they must not be put off by any attempts to evoke it. The liturgy must be as much like everyday life as possible, as the fundamental idea of the Christian gospel as a critique of everyday life – presenting a radical contrast with it, not a mirror-image of it – is hopelessly compromised. All elements of language, music and ceremony that are redolent of the numinous and the transcendent are proscribed. John Donne – who knew something about prayer – wrote in his ‘Hymn to Christ’ that those ‘churches are best for prayer that have least light, to seek God only I go out of sight, and to ‘scape stormy days, I choose an everlasting night’. Not for the liturgical authorities. Everything must be as clear as day; all must be as plain as a pikestaff; everything must be dumbed down to the simplest formulae and action. Nothing should be designed to stir the imagination or the spirit. The result, paradoxically, is that everything is left to the unexcited, unstimulated imagination and spirit, as the language fails to gesture, mimetically, to the heights and depths of the profundity and solemnity of the truths towards which liturgy should draw us. One of the great ironies of the failure of a liturgical movement committed absolutely to clarity of instruction is that what remains of the faithful have not only never known so little about their faith, so few of them really believe in it. A recent survey in the United States showed that the majority of contemporary Catholics did not believe in the Real Presence at the eucharist, a central teaching of Catholic faith. Yet the Church persists in referring to the ‘renewal’ of faith which the liturgical movement, since the Council, has allegedly affected.

The Churches and their liturgical authorities need to recover a sense of the importance of a space and time of liturgy, and a language of liturgy appropriate to it, which will offer a numinous and transcendental, inspiring critique of a world driven out of its mind and soul by noise, movement and the bombardment of the brain and spirit by vacuous, trivial wordiness, so people can once again be inspired, liturgically, to live and to be, as Christians. 

Professor Clive Hamilton discerns in modern humanity,

[a]t heart, the fear of solitude… and the need for constant distraction, [which] is a fear of just being. We are terrified that if we strip away everything to reveal the essence we will find there is nothing there.

Faith, and the liturgy that worthily expresses it, awaits to fill that vacuum, once we have evacuated the soul-destroying mindlessness of our lives and worldly life at large. Of course, it is not easy – nothing worthwhile ever is, it may take a lifetime, but the Churches should not shrink from making any demands on people. Indeed, by making demands, they might actually restore people’s interest in what they have to offer. The Vatican’s recent ruling, from the Synod of Bishops, that sermons must be kept to a limit of eight minutes ‘to cater for people with short attention spans’ is as contemptible as it is revealing of this submission to what is insultingly perceived to be the minimal religious abilities and interests of ‘people’. One priest in Ireland, we are told, has abandoned the sermon altogether and gets Mass over in 15 minutes. Why not in 5 minutes? Why have it at all?

I have been lecturing to large undergraduate classes for 35 years. The lecture time has remained the same throughout that third of a century – one hour – and there has never been any suggestion that it should be shortened, to cope with people’s allegedly diminished attention spans. The students of today are as attentive as they ever were and show no signs of flagging during their attendance at my 60-minute addresses. Yet, somehow or other, it is too much to expect a Christian to attend church for an hour a week and to listen to a sermon any longer than 8 minutes.

And this, inevitably, brings me to my second point regarding prospects for the future: the young. Unlike most of those who make pronouncements and provision for young people liturgically, I am in daily contact with highly intelligent and gifted youngsters in their late teens, teaching poetry (much of it from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – in Cranmer’s idiom, indeed) to hundreds of them every year. If the liturgical powers-that-be in the Churches think – and all the evidence indicates that they do – that such young adults (particularly the best and the brightest of them, and why would we want to be alienating those?) are going to be spiritually engaged by the mess of pottage that is served up as liturgical-language worship in most of our churches today, then, in the old phrase, they’ve got another think coming. Of course, you will turn on some young people, even hordes of them (as at World Youth Day, that festivity notable for its ephemeral impact), with some populist material of word and song, but no young person of intelligence and sensibility, not to mention seriousness about the life of prayer and a lifetime before them of worship and the discipline of living the spiritual life, is going to find such superficial diets perennially nourishing. In this matter, too, the Church urgently needs to radically re-think its presuppositions.

The defence of a numinous language of liturgy, finally, must not be allowed to be seen as merely antiquarianism (akin to enthusiasm for Staffordshire figurines or Hebridean folk songs), or just part of conservatism, traditionalism, sentimentality or a stubborn resistance to change. It is, in fact, a radical and, now, countercultural, revolutionary position. If the Prayer Book Society, in particular, is to have the prospect of assisting the restoration of a decent language of liturgy to the Churches of the Anglican Communion, then I think it must take a leaf out of the modern Roman traditionalists’ book and become both more radical in its defence of the classical language of liturgy in English and, further, place that defence in the broader spectrum of theology and the necessity (never more urgent than now) for the liturgy of the Church to provide a paradigm of the criticism of life as it is lived in the secular city of today by inspiring, through language, a vision of the City of God.

6) sacramental liturgies).
The emphasis of the modern liturgical movement, at large, and the liturgical-language movement within it, as a consequence, and which has persisted from the 1960s, has been a concentration on the first and third of these principles, at the expense of the second. In other words, there has been a determination to ensure that liturgical language is comprehensible and didactic, and much attention has been paid to (and there has been a good deal of debate over) getting the theology of such as Eucharistic rites into forms that will be acceptable, theologically, to different interpretations of that central rite of the Christian Church. 

Further, in the pursuit of the didactic character of liturgical language, revisers and composers have been, and continue to be, obsessed with the principle that liturgy must be meaningful and relevant in order to instruct. Further, it must (ideally, at least) be easily comprehensible – preferably, immediately. So, in coming to regard the instructive element of liturgy as all-important, liturgical authors have also reached the point of wanting that instruction to be instantaneously available, through language (primarily, but also through ritual actions, however pared down). Indeed, it is probably not too much to say that this instructive aspect of liturgical language composition has become (with the necessity to get the theology right) the most important thing about it. 

This emphasis on instruction, bound up with the commitment to meaningfulness and relevance, and comprehensibility, had as its initial inspiration, I can remember, as I was a teenager when the alluringly-entitled Series I was introduced in the 1960s for the communion service, the determination to try and turn around the decline in church attendance which had set in, in Western societies such as Australia, during the early 1960s after the brief heyday of full churches in the conservative 1950s. It is probably too much to say that the desire to retain or claim the young was the only motivating force behind the liturgical movement, but it was undeniably a priority. Nearly 50 years on, I can still recall people saying, then, ‘we must make these changes if we’re going to appeal to young people in the future’. 

Of course, as we know, the liturgical movement has been a complete failure (although many in the Churches are in a state of what the psychologists call ‘denial’ about this fact). As liturgies became more and more iconoclastic, as the 60s and 70s passed, in the clergy’s increasingly desperate attempts to appeal to the young, the young concomitantly stayed away in droves and legions of faithful people, furthermore, were lost to worship because of the changes brought in to appeal to a mostly uninterested and absent constituency. (I will turn to this condescending, patronising and ignorant attitude of liturgists to young people, below). For a generation now, you have had the often absurd situation of attending liturgies, obviously once designed to appeal to youth – with puerile music, infantile language and casual ritual – and the entire congregation (and, of course, the presiding priest) consisting of the middle aged and elderly. 

Not long ago I went to a Sydney suburban parish Mass at which a friend in her 60s was being received into the Catholic Church and in the pew in front of me, sitting well apart, were a middle-aged man and an elderly man. When it came to the ‘Our Father’, the priest declared that all must hold hands. Gingerly, these two men – apparently strangers to one another – reluctantly and awkwardly held out the hand nearest to the other and held them embarrassedly and utterly pointlessly throughout the prayer – as if they had reverted to kindergarten. Fortunately, there was no-one else in my pew, so I was spared the nonsense.  Such stories of liturgical idiocy can be multiplied, as we all know, a million-fold. The theme of many of them is the infantilisation of liturgical worship. How anyone imagines that a reversion to nurseryland is going to make any sustained appeal to mature men and women beggars belief. I have even heard the most senior churchmen speak, in liturgical situations, in a kind of sing-song babytalk as if they are addressing pre-schoolers.

Not that the appeal to young people, through certain approaches to liturgy which are imagined to be in touch with today’s informality (for example) has failed universally. I read the other day of a recently-inducted ‘senior minister’ of a Sydney Anglican parish who said that his new church already had all he could desire: ‘no liturgy, no robes and plenty of young people’. Whether those young people, who have apparently been touched by the meaningful and relevant approach of ‘no liturgy, no robes’ will still be satisfied by this minimalist approach to Christian worship when they have matured is anyone’s guess. One assumes by ‘no liturgy’, he meant no set words or prayers of a liturgical kind. How this conforms to an Anglican idea of public worship is difficult to understand. Archbishop Robin Eames, Anglican Primate of All-Ireland, reflects pertinently:

When I have encountered scant regard for an established liturgy, I wondered if the clergy concerned should have been ordained in another denomination.

Now, it could reasonably be asked: what is wrong with seeing liturgy as an opportunity for instruction and education in the Christian faith and, indeed, why shouldn’t that be given priority? Furthermore, isn’t it important that liturgical language should be meaningful to members of the present generation and relevant to their concerns and, even, their ways of speech – especially for the young people who are the future of the Church? Surely we would not advocate a language of liturgy that was meaningless and irrelevant to daily concerns of worshippers! That would be wilful obscurantism and an obstacle to the Churches’ mission to speak to the people of today, especially, wherever possible, the unchurched, and to bring newcomers into fellowship. But how far are the Churches prepared to go in dumbing-down their liturgies to meet prospective congregants on some perceived lowest common denominator of understanding and experience? When I asked the present Anglican Archbishop of Sydney, when he was Principal of Moore College, why the College no longer used the Book of Common Prayer in worship (although it was studied as an historical document then – I’m not sure if it even has that precarious status now), he replied that there was no longer a place for the Prayer Book in living worship and that it would, furthermore, be an obstacle to the preaching of the Gospel, rather than an aid. There would now be many ministers in Sydney parishes, I imagine, who have never heard a liturgy according to the Book of Common Prayer and certainly would not conduct such a liturgy and would be committed to the idea of a language of worship that was as contemporary and as instructive, in the most literal sense of the term, as possible. With some modifications, much the same would be true of Anglo- and Roman Catholic clergy today, except in various places, around the world, counter-culturally committed to traditionalist forms of liturgy. Ironically, it is in those places where one frequently encounters congregations in which younger people are actually present and can even predominate.  In the Roman Church, seminaries and monastic communities in which the old Latin rite has been restored are the ones that are flourishing.

As a participant in liturgy and an observer of its decline, in terms of its power to inspire – both in language and ceremonial (not to mention music) – in both the Anglican and Roman Churches (which, with the Orthodox, are the great liturgical communions of Christendom), since the later 1950s, I had supposed, when the utter failure of the modernising approach became increasingly clear, as the generations have passed, that the Churches would have realised the error of this focus on instruction (literalistically interpreted) and reclaimed a sense of the necessity of a language of inspiration in worship (as in the classical forms of English liturgical prose in The Book of Common Prayer – the language used by the Orthodox, incidentally, in their translations of their ancient liturgies). But, to date, in spite of vigorous campaigns by such as the Prayer Book and the Latin Mass societies for the retention or recovery in the parishes of liturgical language which both instructed and inspired – and instructed through inspiring – this has failed to occur. 

The commission of the Catholic Church which is currently devoted to the revision of the language of liturgy is called Vox Clara, and is headed by Cardinal George Pell, Catholic Archbishop of Sydney. There is not one poet or (so far as I can tell, from perusing the list) one recognised master of language on this committee, which consists almost entirely of senior clerics. I have listened carefully to Cardinal Pell’s homilies and read his various pronouncements, over the years, and while his faith and orthodoxy are, no doubt, impeccable, there is little indication in these utterances that he is a man appreciative of the music of the spoken word. His natural idiom appears to be journalistic, as in his regular column in the Sunday Telegraph. The same may be said of Archbishop Jensen: one is never struck in either cleric’s pronouncements by an elegant turn of phrase or a memorable locution: by the poetry, in other words, of the spoken word. They are, as it were, tone deaf to the music of language. Yet they make very important rulings here and, in Cardinal Pell’s case, globally, about what is and is not suitable in liturgical language. Why, one might ask, would such a person as Cardinal Pell, with this apparent linguistic disqualification, be made the chairman of Vox Clara? The answer is not far to seek and takes us back to our first point. Cardinal Pell is there not because of any qualifications he may have as a wordsmith (he has none, to my knowledge), but because of his theological rectitude. This is further, powerful proof that the modern Church places exclusive emphasis on the instructional element of liturgical language – getting the theology right - while ignoring the need to make its expression inspiring (which requires writers of rare linguistic inspiration – like Thomas Cranmer). Aesthetic and inspirational concerns are simply of no account in modern liturgical composition, as the prosaic texts prove. Indeed, they are regarded with suspicion.

The name of this committee, Vox Clara, speaks volumes, in referring to speaking with a ‘clear voice’ in liturgy. Apart from the fact that that begs several crucial questions (questions which, I suspect, never even occur to people who belong to such liturgical committees) – just what does speaking clearly mean, in the liturgical situation, and by reference to what standards is clarity to be measured? – the phrase (amusingly, in Latin) indicates a commitment, above all else, to making things clear in liturgical language. It is a commitment to instruction. It prioritises didacticism.

So, with reference to liturgical principles, how do we respond to the kinds of approaches to liturgy which the two archbishops of Sydney, for example, in their different ways and different domains are nonetheless very similarly advocating? The matter turns on what you mean by instruction, in the context of the liturgy and also on the perception that liturgical writers and members of liturgical commissions have about what young people in particular are seeking spiritually and what their capacities (in that broad context) might be – intellectually, aesthetically, linguistically. To argue that the purpose of the liturgy is to teach and that by teaching you mean that all should be immediately comprehensible and capable of being reduced to a series of statements in contemporary, accessible language, is to argue for something that it is not only impossible to attain in any worthy sense (for several reasons), or in any abiding sense, as the principle implies a constant re-writing of liturgies to keep up (or down) with the progressive decay of the language. It reduces the complexity, subtlety and poetry of belief to a banality that, in practice (as opposed to the generalisations of theory) is regularly infantile, even simplistic, compromising (often fatally so) the very teaching it affects to be facilitating.

A phrase that used to be used to describe the liturgy and which is to be found in The Book of Common Prayer is the ‘holy mysteries’. A phrase that is still used during the Canon of the Mass is ‘mysterium fidei’ – ‘the mystery of faith’. Faith is mysterious, at its very heart. It is not only not patient, ultimately, of rational explanation, but attempts to pin it down to linguistic formulae, to contain and constrict it within structures of language and – most damagingly of all – to try and reduce it to the vernacular language of modern cultures where linguistic precision is more at a discount than it has ever been, banality of utterance is usual and a deafness to subtlety, resonance and multi-layered meaning is pervasive, is the root cause of the wrong-headed and failed project of modern liturgical language revision. There is an instructive element to liturgy, to be sure, but it is instruction that proceeds on several levels and through a worshipping lifetime - subliminally, as importantly as consciously.  Language that provides a quick fix, in this respect, if one may put it crudely – but we are talking about crudity of thought and expression here - not only diminishes the mystery of faith but fails to provide the richness of complex meaning and nuanced spirituality without which the experience of belief is immature, uninformed, superficial, even worthless.

In literary criticism, we often refer to Aristotle’s concept of μίμησις – which is Greek for ‘imitation’. It means that the language chosen by a poet imitates the experience it describes. Its quality and character represent the ideas or emotions to which it refers. It embodies or enacts experience; it does not merely name it, or refer to it, or paraphrase, or discuss it. This is a very important linguistic distinction. It is one of the differences between poetry (and poetic prose) and prose in general. In the liturgical writing of a master of the language of liturgy, such as Thomas Cranmer – who had the advantage, also, of composing in the golden age of the literary use of the English language (the age of Shakespeare and Ben Jonson and, later, Milton) - we see the mimesis of mystery. One of the great misconceptions, still ignorantly advanced by defenders of liturgical language reform, is embodied in the argument that as Cranmer wrote in a language ‘understanded of the people’ (as the twenty-fourth Article of Religion puts it), so we have, as it were, his warrant to go and do likewise and write liturgy in the debased, imprecise, prosaic language of our people. The phrase ‘understanded of the people’ (as I have been pointing out for forty years, but, to date, it has failed to sink in anywhere) simply meant ‘in English’. It did not mean, could not remotely have meant, immediately – or even ever totally – comprehended by the people. The vast majority of ‘the people’, in Cranmer’s society were illiterate (and his was a decidedly undemocratic age). For them, the numinous poetry of his liturgical writing was as incomprehensible – literally speaking – as the Latin it replaced and which, in so many ways (of vocabulary and cadence) it recalls. The idea that, at the Reformation, ordinary men and women in the pews suddenly came into a full knowledge of the truths of the faith, after the impenetrable darkness of the Latin liturgy, at the moment when Cranmer’s prose was imposed upon them is utter, unhistorical nonsense. The distinguished Cambridge ecclesiastical historian, Professor Eamon Duffy, has recently argued they were worse off, in terms of understanding, instruction or Cardinal Pell’s cherished clarity, because the wall paintings of Christian stories had been removed by the reformers, the ceremonies and folk customs banished, through which they learnt the faith, from cradle to grave, and all they were left with was a beautiful but learned and mysterious poetic English language of liturgy. I am not saying, as Eamon Duffy argues, that they were disadvantaged by the Englishing of the liturgy (and all that went with that), but the utter difference of their new liturgical experience in the later sixteenth century was not a matter of moving from incomprehensibility to vox clara but from one form of mystery (to a large extent visual) to another (primarily verbal). It wasn’t until the later nineteenth century, when universal literacy was slowly coming into being that it can be reasonably argued that a majority of people in the pews were able to read the Prayer Book and understand a measure of what was being said (and the same applied to the Bible). I like to recall Justice Michael Kirby, who was, as we can imagine, a precocious and bookish-enough child, telling me that in his early church-going days at St Andrew’s, Summer Hill, when the prayer addressed to the Lord as the author of peace and lover of concord was read, the boy assumed, with pleasure, that this was a reference to the Sydney suburb in which he lived – Concord – and he was edified to know that the Lord had a special place for it in His heart. Bertrand Russell, another acutely intelligent youngster, tells us that he was puzzled by the reference to the ‘sundry places’ in which, the Prayer Book tells us, Scripture moveth us, misreading it as ‘sun dry places’, imagining (delightfully, in the wet English weather) a sunny, dry domain. And those are some of the simpler words in the Prayer Book and these are men of extraordinary verbal intelligence. So much for a language understanded of the people, in the way that phrase is customarily, stupidly misrepresented!

In my book, The Word in the Desert, in the chapter devoted to ‘The Language of Liturgy’, I examine the characteristics of classical liturgical language, whether in Latin or as we find it in Cranmer’s prose, and the ways in which and the reasons why modern liturgical language falls short, in comparison, so I won’t engage in that exercise again here. More positively, I want to reflect on two aspects of the situation in which the modern Church finds itself, in so-called advanced Western societies such as Australia, today, and how, given these circumstances and prospects, a radical re-thinking of what is done and said liturgically needs to be undertaken if there is to be any hope of turning around 50 years of liturgical iconoclasm. The difficulty is almost overwhelming to contemplate. I well remember Dr John Bunyan observing, some years ago, with reference to liturgical change, that it was much easier to destroy a culture than to build one up (how often has history shown this to be true!) and the destruction of our liturgical culture – as of so much else in Western Christendom – is all but complete.

My two reflections in relation to the prospects for the liturgy in the twenty-first century are on inter-related matters. The first matter is being much and, encouragingly, increasingly discussed and critiqued nowadays. It is the matter of the seriously damaging effects on people’s minds, emotions, social and personal relationships, and – most profoundly - spiritual lives of the endlessly busy, constantly noisy, vacuously chattering, perpetually moving, unignorably intrusive, soul-destroying culture in which we struggle to live and move and have our being. We exist – one could hardly say ‘live’ (as it is a travesty of human life) – in a society (it is not fit to be called a civilisation) in which everything is calculated to prevent the nurturing of a true Christian spirituality (or spirituality of any kind, for that matter). If there is one verse in Scripture that could be seen to be the very seminal text of all liturgical worship it is that telling imperative in the psalms: ‘Be still, and know that I am God’ (46, 10). Archbishop Eames, again, preaching in St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast, in June 2004, commented:

Contemporary life has largely lost the ability to be still. Silence confronts us with an urgency to fill that moment with activity. Silence can make us feel awkward. Yet the ‘inaction’ of stillness, the silence of reflection, can be the touchstone of the presence and the prompting of God. There is surely no greater task for Christianity than to prompt society to recognize that it must find space for the spiritual. 

It is a teaching, I believe, of which modern liturgical soi-disant experts are not only ignorant but terrified. In their endless zeal for instruction, for something to be being said and for something to be done, for something to be taught and learned, at however prosaic and ephemeral a level, and for everybody to be active at every possible time – especially when they have a captive audience, as it were, during a church service - they reveal their fear of silence and stillness (and, indeed, even of solitude, which the genuine worshipper experiences, although in the midst of community, alone with God). Without silence and stillness the life of prayer cannot even begin, as any of its multitude of masters, down the centuries, will tell you – beginning with the Psalmist himself.  One feels like saying to these liturgical busy bodies: ‘Don’t just do something, stand there!’

One of the most banal but dreadful ways in which this culture of destruction of liturgical life is now plainly seen is in the demeanour of congregations before worship. When I was growing up, you entered a church, a holy place, with the foreknowledge that, in phrases of Cardinal Newman (one who was not tone deaf to the music of language), the busy world would be hushed and the fever of life if not over, at least left behind for a time, for what the Prayer Book calls ‘the amendment of life, and the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit’. That sacred space (in time and place) was silent, and the custom, whether in Anglican or Catholic churches, was, once your seat or pew had been reached, to kneel and pray. You had entered the house of God and the gate of heaven and you behaved accordingly, preparing yourself to talk to God and (in Simone Weil’s phrase) to wait on God, to listen to Him. 

I was at a packed ordination Mass in St Mary’s Cathedral about a year ago. There was so much noise and movement before the liturgy began, that people were actually shouting to make themselves heard over the hubbub, and standing up and waving, the wretched mobile phones clapped to their ears, in the surging melee – some even taking snapshots with the device held aloft. So far from the gate of Heaven, it was like a vision of Hell. I did not see one person kneeling in prayer, which would have been impossible in any case, as the mounting noise and bustle assaulted even the most recollected mind. I often hear Christians of musical bent saying that the atmosphere at the Opera House during a performance of one of the great sacred works is far more reverent than anything they ever experience in their local church. And the music, of course, would be infinitely better than in all but a handful of ecclesiastical places in Australia.

Sara Maitland writes in her recent book on solitude and the difficulty of finding a space for the sacred in modern life:

In the Middle Ages Christian scholastics argued that the devil’s basic strategy was to bring human beings to a point where they are never alone with their God…. The mobile phone, then, seems to me to represent a major breakthrough for the powers of hell.

The devil in C.S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters writes:

Music and silence – how I detest them both!.... no square inch of infernal space and no moment of infernal time has been surrendered to either of those abominable forces, but all has been occupied with Noise – Noise, the grand dynamism, the audible expression of all that is exultant, ruthless and virile…. We will make the whole universe a noise in the end…. The melodies and silences of Heaven will be shouted down in the end.

And Lewis’s devil’s prophecy has come true today inside the churches themselves.

What is the explanation for this evacuation of sacred stillness, silence and reverence from, of all places, churches? It is the same as (and, indeed, is a consequence of) the demystifying of the liturgy, and liturgical language in particular, as it now takes place in those spaces. It is the disinclination from the transcendent and the triumphant intrusion of the here-and-now. The liturgical experts and consultants who have held sway in the Churches for half a century are terrified of anything that is unworldly or otherworldly, on the belief that anything of that kind in language or ceremony will be off-putting to worshippers (many of whom, one assumes, come to church seeking the very experience they are being denied). This fear derives from a focus on the unchurched and the young who, the experts simplistically assume, are so rooted and grounded in the here and now that they are incapable of imagining or even aspiring to imagine any other dimension of existence. So they must not be put off by any attempts to evoke it. The liturgy must be as much like everyday life as possible, as the fundamental idea of the Christian gospel as a critique of everyday life – presenting a radical contrast with it, not a mirror-image of it – is hopelessly compromised. All elements of language, music and ceremony that are redolent of the numinous and the transcendent are proscribed. John Donne – who knew something about prayer – wrote in his ‘Hymn to Christ’ that those ‘churches are best for prayer that have least light, to seek God only I go out of sight, and to ‘scape stormy days, I choose an everlasting night’. Not for the liturgical authorities. Everything must be as clear as day; all must be as plain as a pikestaff; everything must be dumbed down to the simplest formulae and action. Nothing should be designed to stir the imagination or the spirit. The result, paradoxically, is that everything is left to the unexcited, unstimulated imagination and spirit, as the language fails to gesture, mimetically, to the heights and depths of the profundity and solemnity of the truths towards which liturgy should draw us. One of the great ironies of the failure of a liturgical movement committed absolutely to clarity of instruction is that what remains of the faithful have not only never known so little about their faith, so few of them really believe in it. A recent survey in the United States showed that the majority of contemporary Catholics did not believe in the Real Presence at the eucharist, a central teaching of Catholic faith. Yet the Church persists in referring to the ‘renewal’ of faith which the liturgical movement, since the Council, has allegedly affected.

The Churches and their liturgical authorities need to recover a sense of the importance of a space and time of liturgy, and a language of liturgy appropriate to it, which will offer a numinous and transcendental, inspiring critique of a world driven out of its mind and soul by noise, movement and the bombardment of the brain and spirit by vacuous, trivial wordiness, so people can once again be inspired, liturgically, to live and to be, as Christians. 

Professor Clive Hamilton discerns in modern humanity,

[a]t heart, the fear of solitude… and the need for constant distraction, [which] is a fear of just being. We are terrified that if we strip away everything to reveal the essence we will find there is nothing there.

Faith, and the liturgy that worthily expresses it, awaits to fill that vacuum, once we have evacuated the soul-destroying mindlessness of our lives and worldly life at large. Of course, it is not easy – nothing worthwhile ever is, it may take a lifetime, but the Churches should not shrink from making any demands on people. Indeed, by making demands, they might actually restore people’s interest in what they have to offer. The Vatican’s recent ruling, from the Synod of Bishops, that sermons must be kept to a limit of eight minutes ‘to cater for people with short attention spans’ is as contemptible as it is revealing of this submission to what is insultingly perceived to be the minimal religious abilities and interests of ‘people’. One priest in Ireland, we are told, has abandoned the sermon altogether and gets Mass over in 15 minutes. Why not in 5 minutes? Why have it at all?

I have been lecturing to large undergraduate classes for 35 years. The lecture time has remained the same throughout that third of a century – one hour – and there has never been any suggestion that it should be shortened, to cope with people’s allegedly diminished attention spans. The students of today are as attentive as they ever were and show no signs of flagging during their attendance at my 60-minute addresses. Yet, somehow or other, it is too much to expect a Christian to attend church for an hour a week and to listen to a sermon any longer than 8 minutes.

And this, inevitably, brings me to my second point regarding prospects for the future: the young. Unlike most of those who make pronouncements and provision for young people liturgically, I am in daily contact with highly intelligent and gifted youngsters in their late teens, teaching poetry (much of it from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – in Cranmer’s idiom, indeed) to hundreds of them every year. If the liturgical powers-that-be in the Churches think – and all the evidence indicates that they do – that such young adults (particularly the best and the brightest of them, and why would we want to be alienating those?) are going to be spiritually engaged by the mess of pottage that is served up as liturgical-language worship in most of our churches today, then, in the old phrase, they’ve got another think coming. Of course, you will turn on some young people, even hordes of them (as at World Youth Day, that festivity notable for its ephemeral impact), with some populist material of word and song, but no young person of intelligence and sensibility, not to mention seriousness about the life of prayer and a lifetime before them of worship and the discipline of living the spiritual life, is going to find such superficial diets perennially nourishing. In this matter, too, the Church urgently needs to radically re-think its presuppositions.

The defence of a numinous language of liturgy, finally, must not be allowed to be seen as merely antiquarianism (akin to enthusiasm for Staffordshire figurines or Hebridean folk songs), or just part of conservatism, traditionalism, sentimentality or a stubborn resistance to change. It is, in fact, a radical and, now, countercultural, revolutionary position. If the Prayer Book Society, in particular, is to have the prospect of assisting the restoration of a decent language of liturgy to the Churches of the Anglican Communion, then I think it must take a leaf out of the modern Roman traditionalists’ book and become both more radical in its defence of the classical language of liturgy in English and, further, place that defence in the broader spectrum of theology and the necessity (never more urgent than now) for the liturgy of the Church to provide a paradigm of the criticism of life as it is lived in the secular city of today by inspiring, through language, a vision of the City of God.
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