
The Roman Missal: Embracing the New Translation 

Since September we have been using the newly translated prayers in the Mass which have been introduced 
across the English speaking world. This article explores the reasons behind those changes and offers an 
opportunity to understand more deeply the liturgy itself. 

The Roman Missal, source of the prayers, is now in its third edition. It is marked by a shift from the style of 
language of its predecessors. The first and second editions of the Roman Missal in English (formerly called the 
Sacramentary), officially introduced in 1974 and 1985, respectively, were marked by a style of English that was 
immediately accessible and easy to understand. The prayers themselves, though, were not always accurate 
translations of the original Latin texts. 

The Roman Missal, Third Edition, on the other hand, makes use of a more formal style of English and its 
translation from Latin to English was completed in 2010. The prayers are intended to be more literal 
renderings of the original Latin texts so that the meaning contained in them is accurately expressed in English. 

Listening to and praying the prayers of the Mass, essential ingredients of active participation in the liturgy, 
require greater concentration on our part. Some background on the nature of the prayers, the principles of 
translation and the purpose of liturgical prayer will help all of us to participate fully in the Mass. 

The Work of Liturgy 

The word liturgy in the Church, refers to all the official public rites in our worship. It includes the celebration of 
the sacraments, especially the Eucharist (Mass), the Liturgy of the Hours (such as morning and evening prayer) 
and other rites: funeral rites, religious profession, Exposition and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, 
particular blessings and so on. 

The word comes from the Greek leitourgia, which referred in classical Greek to a “public work” or a work 
performed on behalf of the people. During New Testament times, liturgy was used in various forms to describe 
the priestly work of Christ (in the Letter to the Hebrews) or to Paul as a minister (Romans). The word liturgy, in 
these examples, can refer to work done on behalf of people or work done by particular people. 

For the Church today, liturgy is also a work. There are elements of our liturgy that are done for the faithful or 
on behalf of the faithful, and there are other elements that are done by the faithful gathered as the liturgical 
assembly. Our external participation in the liturgy—whether sung or spoken prayer, active and attentive 
listening, our gestures and postures, or even our silent prayer—is always a work. 

All of this work is meant to foster an active interior participation in Christ and his work of loving us, of saving 
us. To participate and engage in the liturgy takes work on our part. Even though some particular liturgical 
minister, whether priest, deacon, reader, server or cantor, may be doing work for the assembly, each of us also 
has an essential role. 

So, the liturgy is a work that we all do together. The prayers of the Mass help us to do that work. For many 
hundreds of years these prayers were in Latin for people worldwide. Since the Second Vatican Council, in the 
1960s, those prayers have been translated into local languages. 

The Principles of Translation 

The guiding principles of translation of liturgical texts have evolved since the years immediately following the 
Second Vatican Council. 

Pope Paul VI, in an address to translators of liturgical texts gathered in Rome in 1965, explained the priorities: 
“The vernacular now taking its place in the liturgy ought to be within the grasp of all, even children and the 
uneducated. But, as you well know, the language should always be worthy of the noble realities it signifies, set 



apart from the everyday speech of the street and the marketplace, so that it will affect the spirit and enkindle 
the heart with love of God.” 

In 2001, in preparation for the new, third edition of the Roman Missal, the Vatican presented translating 
guidelines in an instruction known by its Latin name, Liturgiam Authenticam

i
 (“Authentic Liturgy”). 

The document presented these principles and rules which, while echoing the sentiment of Pope Paul, also 
articulate in a particular way the goals to be achieved in translated texts: “...While it is permissible to arrange 
the wording, the syntax and the style in such a way as to prepare a flowing vernacular text suitable to the 
rhythm of popular prayer, the original text insofar as possible, must be translated integrally and in the most 
exact manner, without omissions or additions in terms of their content, and without paraphrases or glosses” 
(paragraph 20). 

Why pay such attention to this process? The ancient axiom of the Church, Lex orandi, lex credendi (“The law of 
prayer is the law of belief”), reminds us that what we say in prayer expresses what we believe. Because of that, 
great care should go into not only the formation or composition of the texts we use in the liturgy, but also into 
the translation of those texts from one language to another. 

Liturgiam Authenticam points to this priority: “So that the content of the original texts may be evident and 
comprehensible even to the faithful who lack any special intellectual formation, the translations should be 
characterized by a kind of language which is easily understandable, yet which at the same time preserves these 
texts’ dignity, beauty, and doctrinal precision” (paragraph 25). 

In addition, translators strive to perceive and render accurately words and phrases that are drawn from the 
Scripture and from other ancient sources, such as the writings of the Church Fathers and early liturgical texts. 

The Purpose and Aim of Liturgy 

The words expressed in the liturgy, including the Mass, have two primary functions: to communicate God’s 
Word to the assembly and to communicate the gathered assembly’s prayer and praise to God. 

The liturgy is dialogical in nature: not just in terms of dialogues between the priest and the people (for 
example, “The Lord be with you....and with your spirit,”) but essentially the dialogue between God and those 
who are gathered in worship. In words of prayer, we express our praise and gratitude for God’s blessings, our 
needs and longings for which we ask God’s help, and our sorrow and contrition for our failings. 

In the liturgy, God speaks in order to teach and form us, to encourage and forgive us. The texts of the liturgy 
(especially in the Roman Missal) help us to express the full range of these sentiments throughout the liturgical 
year. 

Of course, at any given time the prayers of individuals might be different to those expressed by the liturgy. For 
example, while the Church gives thanks and rejoices in the wonder of the Incarnation, the birth of Christ, at 
Christmas, some might be struggling with pain, sadness or grief. Here the quiet prayers of our hearts are still 
lifted up in worship whilst the liturgical texts speak words of comfort and hope. 

Based on an article by Father Richard Hilgartner from the St Anthony Messenger magazine, November 2011 
edition.
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 Liturgiam Authenticam – the English version of this document can be found on the Vatican website 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20010507_liturgiam-
authenticam_en.html#_ftn20  
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 The original article can be found at: 

http://www.americancatholic.org/samo/Feature.aspx?articleid=56&IssueID=30  

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20010507_liturgiam-authenticam_en.html#_ftn20
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20010507_liturgiam-authenticam_en.html#_ftn20
http://www.americancatholic.org/samo/Feature.aspx?articleid=56&IssueID=30

