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MOTHER TONGUE 

Note: This is a reprint from last week’s Weekly Letter. I want more 
people to be aware of it so I have published it again for this week with 
the addition of a video link. 

Beginning this Advent at Sunday morning Mass we will begin chanting the 
Holy, Holy, Holy and the Lamb of God in Latin. We belong to the Latin Church 
so it should not be of great surprise that the Latin language should play a role in 
our worship. But what specifically has the Church said about using Latin. The 
document Sacrosanctum Concilium (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy) from 
the Second Vatican Council has this to say: 

36. 1. Particular law remaining in force, the use of the Latin language is to be 
preserved in the Latin rites. 

54. … Nevertheless steps should be taken so that the faithful may also be able to 
say or to sing together in Latin those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which 
pertain to them. 
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https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html
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This is the goal of the parish to implement this 
request of the Church by not excluding Latin 
from our worship. There are several reasons for 
the use of Latin. Here is a brief summary of 
some of those reasons: 

1. The Latin language is venerable on account of 
its origin and its antiquity. It dates back to the 
earliest centuries of the Church. 

2. There is an element of mystery about Latin. It 
is a dead language, not spoken by the faithful. 
The use of Latin conveys to the mind of the 
people that something is going on which is 
beyond their comprehension; that a mystery is 
being enacted. 

3. Latin is a liturgical language for Catholics. 
The Jews in fact made use of Hebrew, the language of the patriarchs; we do not 
see Our Lord or the apostles censuring this practice. 

4. The use of Latin in the Mass is a means of maintaining unity in the Catholic 
Church, for the use of one and the same language in Latin Rite churches all 
over the world is a connecting link to Rome, as well as between nations 
separated by their cultures and native tongues. 

5. Latin is a safeguard against error because of its immutability. The use of 
Latin helps to define and defend orthodoxy. As has been seen over the decades 
the vernacular does not always clearly convey the Faith being expressed. 

6. It is unnecessary for the faithful to hear, or understand, every ceremonial of 
the Mass. St. Augustine instructed: 
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“If there are some present who do not understand what is being said or sung, 
they know at least that all is said and sung to the glory of God, and that is 
sufficient for them to join in it devoutly.” 

7. The primary reason why the whole of the Mass was historically offered in 
Latin is because it is a sacrifice, not an instruction for the people. The 
celebration of Mass consists more in action than in words. Mass is a holy 
sacrifice offered to God the Father by an ordained priest, in persona Christi. 
The action of the Mass, and the mystery of it, is reinforced by the use of Latin. 

Furthermore, St. Pope John Paul II wrote in Dominicae cenae: 

“The Roman Church has special obligations towards Latin, the splendid 
language of ancient Rome, and she must manifest them whenever the occasion 
presents itself” (n. 10). 

In continuity with the Magisterium of his Predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI, 
besides wishing that there would be a greater use of the traditional Latin 
language in liturgical celebrations, especially during international gatherings, 
wrote: 

“Speaking more generally, I ask that future priests, from their time in the 
seminary, receive the preparation needed to understand and to celebrate Mass 
in Latin, and also to use Latin texts and execute Gregorian chant; nor should we 
forget that the faithful can be taught to recite the more common prayers in 
Latin, and also to sing parts of the liturgy to Gregorian chant” (Sacramentum 
Caritatis, n. 62). 

In his 1962 apostolic constitution Veterum Sapientia, Pope St. John XXIII 
observed that: 

“The Catholic Church has a dignity far surpassing that of every merely human 
society, for it was founded by Christ the Lord. It is altogether fitting, therefore, 
that the language it uses should be noble, majestic, and non-vernacular.” 
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http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/letters/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_24021980_dominicae-cenae_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-xvi_exh_20070222_sacramentum-caritatis_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-xvi_exh_20070222_sacramentum-caritatis_en.html
http://www.papalencyclicals.net/John23/j23veterum.htm
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I hope this is helpful. There are also a couple of links below for further review of 
this topic. And as always, I am available to answer questions. 

— Fr. Butler 

 

https://www.sfcatholic.org/worship/why-latin/ 

http://catholicsaints.mobi/ebooks/simple/latin.htm
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf7ginBW_YE
https://www.sfcatholic.org/worship/why-latin/
http://catholicsaints.mobi/ebooks/simple/latin.htm

